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Implementing Socially Just Climate Adaptation: A Case Study of Boston, Massachusetts 
By 
Jeffrey T. Malloy 
University of New Hampshire 
 
The urgency to adapt to climate change presents important questions about who stands to benefit 
from these efforts.  The previous two decades of scholarship devoted to social justice in climate 
adaptation has established an important theoretical basis to evaluate these questions.  Less 
understood however, is how and under what conditions climate adaptation policy implementation 
promotes or inhibits justice for socially vulnerable populations.  This work draws upon the 
disciplines of urban climate change governance, climate adaptation, urban planning, social justice 
theory, and policy implementation, to evaluate ongoing climate adaptation policy initiatives in 
Boston, Massachusetts.  Through a case study approach, this dissertation examines the role of 
social justice in the implementation of Boston’s climate adaptation policy from 2016-2020.  The 
findings of this research project are organized into three distinct, but related, parts.  Chapter 2 
outlines the theoretical underpinnings of this project and presents the analytic framework used to 
carry out this research.  Chapter 3 provides a detailed case study of climate adaptation policy 
implementation in Boston, Massachusetts, referred to as Climate Ready Boston.  Findings from 
this case study demonstrate the importance of strategic interactions among stakeholders and 
recognition of systemic sources of injustice to promote socially just climate adaptation policy.  A 
lack of metrics to evaluate incremental adaptation policy implementation outcomes is a significant 
 viii 
finding from this case study and represents a significant barrier to achieving transformation. To 
address these findings, Chapter 4 presents a typology that provides a clear metric for evaluating 
the dimensions of justice in the implementation of climate adaptation policy with an explicit focus 
on incremental evaluations of justice. Additional case study examples and policy 
recommendations are provided in support of these research findings.  This dissertation suggests 
that while goals of equity are an important and necessary aspect of climate adaptation policy 
implementation, conditions for transformation (i.e. just adaptation) remain elusive.  Examples 
from Boston, Massachusetts, demonstrate however, that adaptation efforts operating within 





CHAPTER 1  
 
Introduction 
Climate change, frequently discussed as one of the most pressing issues of our time, is less 
commonly framed as an opportunity to redress the systemic inefficiencies and injustice that exist 
within our current political, social, and economic systems.  I believe there could be a silver lining 
to climate change if climate adaptation efforts are realized as a transformative social institution 
that contributes to more just and sustainable political, social, and economic systems.  The practical 
goal for this dissertation is to identify conditions that may improve adaptation outcomes for 
socially vulnerable populations.  Intellectual goals that motivate this research are to advance justice 
theory and implementation theory to support ongoing empirical research focused on the 
intersection of climate change adaptation, social justice, and policy implementation.  This research 
also has applied importance for practitioners engaged in climate adaptation in the public and 
private sectors.  As a climate adaptation practitioner, I have spent years working with clients from 
the public, private, non-profit and energy sectors, conducting climate change vulnerability 
assessments and implementing climate resilience plans.  The implementation of adaptation policy, 
in my observation, typically fails to achieve just and equitable outcomes for the most vulnerable 
people in society.  The combination of my intellectual curiosity and professional experience has 
undoubtedly shaped this dissertation.  This research project is therefore motivated by the following 
overarching research question: 
 
How and under what conditions can climate adaptation function as a social institution that 
improves conditions for socially vulnerable populations? 
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This research question is fundamentally about justice.  The term justice has been defined, debated, 
theorized, and contemplated for generations.  Through the lens of climate change, contemplating 
justice becomes even more complex under conditions of great uncertainty.  While this dissertation 
seeks to theorize justice within the context of climate change, it is important to communicate my 
frequent use of the term social vulnerability1 throughout this dissertation.   Terms like equality, 
equity, justice, transformation, environmental justice, social resilience, and climate vulnerable, are 
common nomenclature when considering the disproportionate effects of environmental burdens 
on traditionally marginalized groups and contemplating solutions to remove these barriers.  I have 
intentionally drawn upon the theoretical basis of these terms to support this dissertation and define 
the terms in various contexts throughout this dissertation. I intentionally focus on the term social 
vulnerability to frame my research as a way of further developing the concept of social justice 
beyond common conceptualizations.  Despite the amazing efforts of dedicated people seeking to 
address the risks posed by climate change, we have unfortunately already set in motion irreversible 
climate change and only partially understand what the effects will look like in the future.  I 
                                                 
1 The definition of social vulnerability used throughout this dissertation is derived from climate adaptation and racial 
equity planning in Boston, Massachusetts (Martin, 2016, CRB, Resilience Report).  This definition was adopted by 
Boston’s climate adaptation policy program – Climate Ready Boston - to refer to groups of people at susceptible life 
stages (e.g. pregnant women, elderly, children), those with existing health conditions (e.g. chronic disease, disability), 
occupationally exposed groups (e.g. lack of access to safe jobs or transportation to employment), and those 
marginalized by race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and those living in vulnerable locations. 
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therefore consider it important to achieve the most possible co-benefits2 for society when seeking 
to understand climate adaptation as a social institution that promotes socially just outcomes for 
everyone.   
 
Problem Description 
This dissertation was written during a period of simultaneous climate, COVID-19, racial injustice, 
and economic crises that demonstrate the intersectional nature of public policy challenges and the 
risks of reinforcing existing vulnerabilities among already marginalized populations.  Climate 
change, often referred to as a threat multiplier is a perfect example of a destabilizing condition 
subject to the barriers of a collective action problem (Adger, 2010).  An abundance of CO2 in the 
                                                 
2 The term co-benefits is defined in many ways and used in varying contexts.  For the purpose of this dissertation, I 
use the definition provided by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2014), which defines co-
benefits as the positive effects that a policy or measure aimed at one objective might have on other objectives, without 
yet evaluating the net effect on overall social welfare.  While the concept of co-benefits is applied to climate adaptation 
in this dissertation, co-benefits may apply to any policy.  An excellent example is the American Disabilities Act 
(ADA), which entered its 30th year in existence in 2020 (ADA, 2021).  Measures introduced because of the ADA to 
address discrimination of individuals with disabilities, such as curb cuts at roadway crosswalks and improved 
information systems on public transportation, have provided societal co-benefits, such as improved accessibility for 
parents pushing strollers and improved communication for all public transportation riders, respectively.  An example 
of co-benefits from climate adaptation actions are the recreational and open space provided from nature-based 
solutions (i.e. green infrastructure) used along coastlines to prevent and mitigate the effects of coastal flooding and 
storm surge.  The application of nature-based solutions along coastlines as a flood mitigation measure, also reduces 
pavement and improves urban heat island effect in urbanized areas.  This example is derived from ongoing efforts to 
adapt to climate change in Boston (See Chapter 3).   
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atmosphere has dramatically altered the climate across the globe. In 2021, the publication year of 
this dissertation, atmospheric concentrations of CO2 measure 417.51, far outside the maximum of 
300 PPM seen over the past 800,000 years (Keeling, 2021).  The spike, shown in the far-right side 
of Figure 1.0, represents the results of 150 years of global CO2 emissions into the atmosphere. 
 
Figure 1.1 – The Keeling Curve 
 
The resulting increase in global land mass and oceanic temperatures has, in turn, led to rising 
temperatures, acidification of the oceans, rising sea-levels, and more frequent and intense extreme 
storm events. While important climate change mitigation efforts strive to avoid and remove 
greenhouse gasses from the atmosphere3 by developing energy efficient technology, improving 
                                                 
3 Primary greenhouse gases include water vapor (H2O), carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrous oxide (N2O), 
and ozone (O3).  
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energy distribution systems, or more radically, decarbonizing the economy (Newell & Paterson, 
2010), this dissertation focuses on adaptation efforts to respond to the effects of climate change 
that have already been set in motion. Climate change is already or will impact every corner of 
society’s social, infrastructural, and natural systems.  As a climate adaptation planner, I have seen 
climate impacts first-hand while working with coastal, inland, rural, urban communities, 
transportation agencies and energy service providers, to develop vulnerability assessments and 
resilience plans to prepare for the effects of climate change. As defined by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2014), adaptation is defined as: 
The process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects.  In human systems, 
adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportunities.  In some natural 
systems, human intervention may facilitate adjustment to expected climate and its effects. 
 
In simpler terms, climate adaptation seeks to reduce the vulnerability of human (e.g. built or social) 
or natural systems and establish more resilient conditions to future climate impacts.  
Vulnerability4, evaluated as a measure of susceptibility of harm and lack of capacity to adapt, is 
sometimes referred to as the inverse of resilience.  Vulnerability is commonly defined by the 
following equation: 
Exposure + Sensitivity + Adaptive Capacity = Vulnerability5 
                                                 
4 While numerous definitions exist, the definitions used in this dissertation for vulnerability, exposure, sensitivity, and 
adaptive capacity are from the IPCC. In practice, the formula presented for vulnerability is often altered to 
accommodate the circumstances of what is being evaluated.   
5 Exposure refers to the presence of people, livelihoods, species or ecosystems, environmental functions, services, and 
resources, infrastructure, or economic, social, or cultural assets in places or settings that could be adversely affected. 
Sensitivity refers to the degree to which a system or species is affected either adversely or beneficially by climate 
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Building on decades worth of climate adaptation scholarship dedicated to understanding the 
challenges of climate adaptation (IPCC, 2014) (Moser & Boykoff, 2013; Adger et al., 2005) and 
the increasingly ubiquitous nature of climate adaptation efforts in practice, there is emerging 
emphasis on how to better understand how climate adaptation policy is implemented.  Although 
policy implementation is a key feature of the policy cycle, policy process theory fails to provide 
explicit guidance for researching implementation (Hupe, 2014). This is notable considering the 
significant efforts made by policy process theorists over the past three decades to include 
implementation analysis as a distinct feature of policy process research (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020). 
The lack of guidance is especially significant for marginalized groups already disproportionately 
impacted from sources of systemic injustice and the increasingly adverse effects of climate change. 
In the context of social justice, there is an urgent need to understand how the priorities and needs 
of socially vulnerable groups are considered, or not, throughout policy implementation. If climate 
adaptation efforts are mainstreamed, i.e. framed as business as usual, they risk reinforcing systemic 
injustice. At best, most current urban adaptation processes focus on process, i.e. creating 
opportunities for affected communities to participate in planning, without considering how 
affected communities’ needs are carried through project implementation.  The failure to account 
for justice considerations in climate adaptation planning often leads to questions and conflicts over 
the legitimacy of these efforts, limits the overall success and sustainability of climate adaption 
                                                 
variability or change.  Adaptive Capacity refers to systems, institutions, humans, and other organisms to adjust to 




efforts (Adger, 2016; Scholsberg 2017, 2012; Agyeman, 2013), and reinforces existing 
vulnerabilities among already marginalized populations (Anguelovski et al., 2016; Shi et al., 
2016). This dissertation presents an emerging research agenda to respond to the urgent need for 
improved implementation of just climate adaptation efforts.   
 
With urgency comes a policy window of opportunity.  To seize the opportunity, we must consider 
climate adaptation as a social institution and governance system capable of solving collective 
problems that are socially desirable and, I argue, focus explicitly on policy implementation.        
 
To consider the implementation of socially just climate adaptation policy, I evaluate early efforts 
in the City of Boston. Cities are significant contributors to climate change, have broadly vulnerable 
populations subject to the effects of climate change, and have the capacity to engage in efforts to 
both reduce greenhouse gas emissions and respond to climate impacts (Bulkeley et al., 2013). 
Urban environments are therefore particularly interesting place to evaluate efforts to adapt to the 
effects of climate change. As climate adaptation becomes an increasingly central feature of 
municipal planning, the current lack of guidance for how to implement adaptation processes is a 
significant risk to successful climate adaptation. The City of Boston is an appropriate case for this 
research because it had an ongoing robust climate adaptation initiative concurrent with this 
dissertation research, because Boston’s initiatives include an explicit commitment to support 
equity and justice, and because I am eager to apply my research findings to my professional climate 
adaption work in and around Boston.  The justification for case study methodology for this 
dissertation is supported by the need for in-depth explanatory nuance of the phenomena being 
evaluated (Yin, 2014).    
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Dissertation Roadmap and Unique Contributions 
This dissertation explores the role of social justice in climate change adaptation policy 
implementation through three papers.  The unique contribution of this dissertation is derived from 
the observation that just adaptation scholarship has focused on outcomes to the detriment of 
process and agency, framings of adaptation lack a substantive connection to the sources of 
systemic injustice, and there is a need to evaluate implementation processes incrementally (Malloy 
& Ashcraft, 2020).  In response, this dissertation contributes to an emerging field of study focused 
on the implementation of climate adaptation.  Through an explicit focus on process, agency, and 
incremental implementation, this dissertation advances decades worth of socially just climate 
adaptation research focused on why justice is a fundamental aspect of climate adaptation, to 
develop an understanding of how to implement socially just climate adaptation. This dissertation 
is intentionally structured in a manner where each paper builds upon the previous paper and, taken 
together, the three papers form a comprehensive set of findings. While parts of each paper are 
repetitive out of necessity to provide adequate context for a standalone journal article, each paper 
has its own focus for advancing the state of knowledge.   
 
In this first, introductory chapter, I describe the unique contribution of this work and the 
methodology used for this dissertation.  Chapter 2 presents the first journal article (Malloy & 
Ashcraft, 2020), the theoretical basis for a just adaptation research framework, which guides my 
subsequent research. Paper 1 provides a theoretical contribution through a novel synthesis of 
diverse literature from public administration, public policy, urban climate change governance, and 
social justice theory to consider social justice within the context of climate adaptation. This 
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literature review develops three novel propositions I argue are necessary to achieve just adaptation, 
the rationale for using the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) in just adaptation research, and 
makes two novel modifications to the ACF to foster policy analysis for implementation of just 
adaptation.   
 
Chapter 3, my second paper, applies the novel framework developed in Paper 1 to structure a 
detailed case analysis of social justice as implemented in the City of Boston’s climate adaptation 
policy subsystem.  Paper 2 is the first paper of its kind – to my knowledge – to present a “how-to” 
approach to carrying out incremental assessments of climate adaptation policy implementation 
relative to social justice.  In addition to its methodological contribution, this paper explicitly 
analyzed incremental implementation evaluating specific components of process and agency 
related to strategic interactions among coalition groups, framings of problems and solutions, and 
recognition of systemic sources of injustice.   
 
In Chapter 4, my third paper, I put the findings from Paper 2 within the context of other “mini case 
studies” to further advance a more broadly relevant theoretical basis for just adaptation. Paper 3 
identifies a limitation in just adaptation research related to a lack of metrics to evaluate outcomes 
for socially vulnerable groups in policy implementation.  Drawing upon the findings from Paper 
2, the unique contribution of this paper is the development of a typology with a set of observable 
metrics and empirical and practical recommendations for how to evaluate incremental climate 
adaptation policy implementation and improve outcomes for socially vulnerable groups.   
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Chapter 5, the final chapter of this dissertation, provides a project summary, conclusions, and 
recommendations for future research. The appendices include documentation of UNH Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) approval, sample semi-structured interview questions, a sample codebook, 
and an overview of my literature review, which forms the basis for the analytic framework used to 
carry out this research project.    
    
Methods 
This section begins by presenting the research questions developed for this dissertation.  I then 
present the three research propositions developed to guide this research6.  These research 
propositions established the basis for the research variables used for this project.   
 
Research Question  
This project is motivated by the following research question: 
 
How and under what conditions does the implementation of urban climate adaptation policy 
promote or inhibit just and equitable prosperity for socially vulnerable populations to the effects 
of climate change? 
 
To answer this question, the following three sub-questions were developed: 
1. How do stakeholders involved in the City of Boston’s climate adaptation efforts organize 
to promote or inhibit the political capabilities of socially vulnerable populations? 
 
                                                 
6 The research propositions developed for this project are the outcome of an extensive literature review.  This literature 
review is the subject of Paper 1 developed for this dissertation (See Chapter 2).   
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2. How are problem definitions and solutions in the City of Boston’s climate adaptation 
efforts explicitly framed to recognize the structural conditions that cause systemic 
injustice? 
 
3. Have the considerations of socially vulnerable populations carried through or fallen out of 
the City of Boston’s adaptation policy implementation efforts?   
 
Research Propositions 
The following three propositions were developed to guide this research: 
1. Just adaptation requires the inclusion of socially vulnerable populations as full participants 
with agency to shape the decisions that affect them. 
2. Just adaptation requires that adaptation framings explicitly recognize the causes of 
systemic injustice. 
3. Just adaptation requires a focus on incremental evaluations of implementation to avoid 
timeframes inconsistent with advancing justice.   
 
Each proposition7 relates to the institutional arrangements by stakeholders seeking to achieve 
political outcomes, in this case, climate adaptation policy in the City of Boston.  Each proposition 
draws upon the literature focused on social justice and climate adaptation to more narrowly define 
the conditions that may promote or inhibit just and equitable outcomes for socially vulnerable 
populations subject to the effects of climate change.  Proposition 1 focuses on how stakeholders 
organize in the implementation process.  This proposition looks beyond who has a “seat” at the 
decision-making table” to how the strategic interactions among participating stakeholders creates 
conditions for socially vulnerable groups to have power in the decision-making process.  
Proposition 2 is derived from the social justice literature that emphasizes the importance of 
recognition as a necessary condition to give socially vulnerable groups power over the decisions 
                                                 
7 Please refer to Chapter 2 for a detailed description and theoretical basis for each proposition.  
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that affect them.  Recognition requires both the acknowledgement of systemic sources of injustice 
in the decision-making process and outcomes that promote political capabilities for socially 
vulnerable groups8. Proposition 3 draws upon policy implementation literature, notably, from 
insights from the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF).  This proposition suggests that typical 
policy implementation evaluation timeframes of a decade or more is inconsistent with the goals of 
just adaptation.  Rather, incremental evaluation timeframes of policy implementation limited to 0-
3 years reveals conditions where considerations of socially vulnerable groups may fall from the 
process allowing for adjustments to the implementation process.  
 
Case Selection  
This research employed a qualitative case study methodology that evaluates specific 
implementation phases from three ongoing climate adaptation efforts in the City of Boston from 
2016-20199.  These adaptation efforts occurred within the following three geographic focus areas 
within the city (hereby referred to as “neighborhoods”): East Boston, Charlestown, and South 
                                                 
8 Capabilities refers to the resources, opportunities, freedoms and institutions necessary for individuals and groups to 
exist as full members in a given society. Capabilities theory incorporates a broad range of justice-related concerns, 
including distributional equity, social recognition, and public participation. It seeks to answer the question, What is 
each person able to do and be?”, and focuses on the set of opportunities or substantial freedoms people may or may 
not exercise (Nussbaum 2011; Sen 2009). A capabilities-based approach to climate adaptation seeks to establish the 
conditions for socially just climate adaptation by calling attention to the political, cultural, and social conditions that 
create and sustain vulnerability (Schlosberg 2012). A capabilities approach is therefore a direct challenge to embedded 
governance practices that reinforce systemic injustice 
9 A detailed case description is provided in Chapter 3.   
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Boston. The neighborhoods of East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston were selected because 
1) these neighborhoods were the first projects selected following the completion of the CRB 
Vulnerability Assessment, 2) these projects occurred over  a 3-year period which aligns with 
incremental assessments of policy implementation, 3)  each neighborhood shares similar sources 
of climate vulnerability relative to climate hazards, notably flood hazards from coastal storm 
inundation, and 4) differences in social vulnerabilities allow for cross case comparisons.  
 
As mentioned earlier, urban areas make good cases for climate adaptation research. Broader 
metropolitan spaces reflect contested governance between diverse public and private sector 
interests spread over broad geographies of interconnected and urgent public policy issues, 
including social justice, transportation, food, affordable housing, environmental issues, and 
economic development (Bulkelely et al., 2013).  Within the United States, urban climate adaptation 
initiatives are increasingly ubiquitous and at the forefront of ambitious climate action (GCC, 
2017).  
 
The case of Boston also provides an opportunity to better understand how climate implementation 
processes perpetuate systems of justice – or injustice.  Boston’s ongoing climate adaptation 
initiatives make explicit commitments to support equity and justice, providing an excellent 
opportunity to evaluate this condition as an ongoing process while this research was occurring. 
Like many coastal cities, Boston is vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, including extreme 
heat, sea level rise, and extreme precipitation and storm events. Boston is also one of the most 
inequitable cities in the country in terms of income and housing costs, reflecting the effects of 
systemic racism, residential segregation, and economic inequality (COB, 2018).   For example, 
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Boston household income is nearly the same as the rest of the nation ($56,902) while home values 
are more than twice as expensive ($464,450) (COB, 2017a). While simultaneously implementing 
climate adaptation policy, Boston is experiencing rapid rates of development in areas known as 
highly vulnerable to the effects of climate change, a circumstance common in many other coastal 
cities across the globe (Bulkeley et al., 2013)10.  
 
Summary of Data Collection and Analysis 
Data collection and analysis generally followed the 6 steps numbered below.  Additional detail is 
provided in the subsequent discussion. 
1. Broad content analysis of publicly available information 
2. Semi-structured stakeholder interviews 
3. First round of NVivo coding to identify deductive and inductive themes 
4. Memo writing to document emergent themes, ideas, phenomena  
5. Content analysis for inductive themes 
6. Second round of NVivo coding for inductive themes 
 
First, a broad content analysis of publicly available information such as published city climate 
adaptation plans and supporting information (e.g. infographics, meetings agendas, presentations), 
news media sources, and digital media, was used to identify project stakeholders and preliminary 
themes for analysis.  Data collection through participant observation occurred in a variety of 
settings including – but not limited to – conferences, public hearings/meetings, and publicly held 
informational sessions such as Boston Harbor Use Forums, and Climate Adaptation Forums hosted 
by the Environmental Business Council of New England and UMass, Boston.  Collectively, 
content analysis of these data sources was used to gather relevant information and inform an 
                                                 
10 Please refer to Chapter 3 for a detailed case study description of the Boston, Massachusetts 
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interview protocol.  Table 1.0 below outlines primary and secondary data sources and the rationale 
for the use of these resources used for this project.     
 
Table 1.1 – Document Review Data Sources 
Primary Sources 
Document Rationale for use as a Data Source 
Climate Ready Boston (CRB) Vulnerability Assessment for the City of Boston.  Equity is 
included within the report’s framework for future adaptation 
planning within the city. 
Charlestown and East Boston 
Adaptation Plan 
Neighborhood Scale Coastal Resilience Plan – allows for 
cross-case comparisons 
South Boston Adaptation Plan Neighborhood Scale Coastal Resilience Plan – allows for 
cross-case comparisons 
CRB Request for Proposals and 
Consultant Team Proposals 
Source of evidence to compare policy intent against policy 
decisions 
Secondary Sources* 
Imagine Boston 2030 Master Planning Document for the City of Boston 
Resilient Boston Racial Equity Plan for the City of Boston 
CRB media including news 
sources, emailed newsletters, and 
public informational sessions 
Source of evidence to compare policy intent against policy 
decisions 
*Secondary sources inform or draw upon the goals, stated intend, or analysis of Climate Ready 
Boston 
 
Step 2 involved 18 semi-structured interviews conducted between March 2019 and September 
2020.  Interviews occurred following publication of neighborhood-scale coastal resilience plans in 
East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston.  Interviews were conducted with representatives 
from city government, the non-profit sector, neighborhood organizations, private sector, and 
academia. Interviewees were identified through a purposive snowball sampling technique.  
Interviewees were first identified from the acknowledgements section of CRB reports, in digital 
media or news reports, recorded public informational sessions, public meeting transcripts, or 
recommendations by other stakeholders. To manage the significant number of participants 
involved in this case, and time and costs related to gathering interview data, an ongoing list of the 
 16 
most commonly referenced stakeholders by interview participants was maintained throughout the 
interview process.  A numerical ranking of highest priority interview subjects, based on number 
of references by other interview subjects, was used to determine who to interview next.  Highest 
priority subjects were interviewed until new names were no longer being provided by participants 
(i.e. participant saturation was achieved).  Interviews were audio recorded by a professional 
transcription company and coded using NVivo software. Follow-up email correspondence with 
interviewees occurred throughout the data analysis process to clarify key concepts.  
 
Interview transcripts were analyzed using a hybrid deductive and inductive approach.  Voice 
recordings were first quality controlled for transcription accuracy or to identify missing words. A 
memo was produced for each interview identifying key concepts to facilitate analytic insight 
(Maxwell, 2013).  Transcripts were then coded deductively using the framework provided by 
Malloy and Ashcraft (2020).  Then, a second series of memos was prepared to identify emergent 
themes., A test for intercoder reliability was conducted with two coders external to this research 
using NVivo. Code descriptions were adjusted based on the results of the intercoder reliability 
testing.   A project codebook and a sample of semi-structured interview questions are provided as 
an appendix to this dissertation.       
 
Step 3 involved a second inductive coding effort to identify emergent themes not identified during 
deductive coding efforts.  In conjunction with this second inductive coding effort, a second, more 
refined content analysis of primary and secondary document sources was conducted, including 
word and phrase frequencies to support emergent themes and findings.  
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Experiential Knowledge and Researcher Reflexivity 
My interest in this topic is derived from a combination of professional and academic experience.  
I have 18 years of professional experience as an environmental scientist, planner, and currently, as 
a climate adaptation planner.  Since 2015, I have worked closely with the public and private sector 
conducting climate adaptation planning and implementation projects varying size and complexity.  
In a professional capacity, I participate in land use development decision-making operating within 
the political, social, and economic circumstances under which proposed projects are implemented.  
Working as a consultant for an engineering firm, I recognize that my involvement with climate 
adaptation planning efforts in Massachusetts provides a unique perspective that that has shaped 
this dissertation.  For example, I have observed governance processes that may conflict with many 
of the intended goals of planning efforts.  Additionally, I’ve seen a significant lack of attention to 
social justice and equity issues in adaptation practice.  A better understanding of how these 
governance processes occur as adaptation policy is implemented motivates this research project.  
 
Critical reflexivity is an important aspect of this research project and was addressed in an on-going 
manner throughout this project.  Despite the access afforded to me throughout this research 
because of my unique position as a practitioner, careful consideration was taken to ensure 
interpretations of discourse were triangulated using multiple data sources.  Throughout this project, 
I engaged with postpositivist, constructivist, critical, and transformative paradigms to address 
potential issues of bias and validity as a practitioner and researcher.  Ultimately, as my research 
focus became increasingly focused on the theoretical application of incremental policy 
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implementation, I routinely engaged with the transformative paradigm.  Table 1.2 provides a 
summary of common research paradigms and their application to socially just climate adaptation.     
 
 


















Positivist Realism; Systematic 
evaluation through the 
scientific method; 
ideal for controlled 
experimentation; deals 
with facts. 
Public Policy and processes are socially 
constructed – social and political targets, aims, 
ethics and values (normative theory) not 
applicable. 
 
Postpositivism Critical realist 
understanding rather 
than pure realist 
understanding 
Constructivist Social construction of 
multiple realities; 
Evaluate the 
experience of the 
individual (subject); 
Influenced by 





research topic.   
– well suited to 
ethnography 
Adaptation is a co-
evolutionary process that 
needs to focus less on 
technocratic solutions and 
more on values, identity, 
well-being, social-learning 
(Pelling 2011).  
Critical Ontological 
perspective highlights 
that human experience 
is socially constructed. 
Critical theorists use research methods to lead 
to transformative action, and political and 
social equality, which are more interactive, 
based on dialog and reciprocity. 
Transformative A framework of belief 
systems that directly 
engages members of 
culturally diverse 





complexities.   
Well suited to evaluation aspects of the policy 
cycle (e.g. incremental implementation); 
Allows for interrogation of systemic 
complexities rather than policy outcomes or 
effectiveness.   
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Chapter 2 - A Framework for Implementing Socially Just Climate Adaptation 
Jeffrey T. Malloy & Catherine M. Ashcraft 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-020-02705-6 
 
The previous two decades of scholarship devoted to the role of social justice in climate change 
adaptation has established an important theoretical basis to evaluate the concept of just adaptation, 
or, in other words, how the implementation of climate adaptation policy affects socially vulnerable 
groups.  This paper synthesizes insights from relevant literature on urban climate change 
governance, climate adaptation, urban planning, social justice theory, and policy implementation 
to develop three propositions concerning the conditions that must occur to implement just 
adaptation.  First, just adaptation requires the inclusion of socially vulnerable populations as full 
participants with agency to shape the decisions that affect them.  Second, just adaptation requires 
that adaptation framings explicitly recognize the causes of systemic injustice. Third, just 
adaptation requires a focus on incremental evaluations of implementation to avoid timeframes 
inconsistent with advancing justice. We then integrate the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) 
with the just adaptation literature to develop a framework to evaluate the implementation of climate 
adaptation. We present two novel modifications to the ACF aimed at fostering policy analysis of 
the previously presented three propositions for implementation of just adaptation.   
 
Key words: Climate adaptation; Social justice; Policy implementation; Climate governance, 
Urban Planning 
 
Please note: References in Chapter 2 follow the academic journal Climatic Change reference style.  
This reference style is reflected in in-text references and in the reference list provided at the end 
of this chapter.  References used in this chapter follow the American Psychological Association 
(APA) format in the master reference list consistent with the reference style used throughout the 




Adapting to climate change presents an immediate challenge that is, at its core, an issue of justice.  
As the effects of climate change manifest throughout the 21st century, the people who contributed 
least to the problem are, in many cases, positioned to suffer the most (Shi et al. 2016; Roberts 
2009). If climate adaptation efforts fail to make justice a central tenet of climate change 
governance, such efforts risk perpetuating patterns of human development that favor individuals 
or groups already positioned to succeed (Adger et al. 2006). Failure to account for justice 
considerations in climate adaptation planning often leads to questions and conflicts over the 
legitimacy of these efforts, limits the overall success and sustainability of climate adaption efforts 
(Adger 2016; Schlosberg et al. 2017; Schlosberg 2012; Agyeman 2013), and reinforces existing 
vulnerabilities among already marginalized populations (Anguelovski et al. 2016; Shi et al. 2016). 
Only recently have scholars focused on the disproportionate impacts of climate change on 
vulnerable populations (e.g. Shi et al. 2016; Roberts 2009) and emphasizing the role of social 
justice and equity as central to the intersection of climate adaptation planning and implementation, 
human well-being, and political systems at all levels (e.g. Klinsky et al. 2016). This recent body 
of scholarship contributes to establishing climate change adaptation as a transformative social 
institution that contributes to more just and sustainable political, social, and economic systems.  
 
This review aims to (1) present a critical analysis of the literature on the role of social justice in 
climate change adaptation, and (2) present a framework for addressing gaps in approaches to just 
climate adaptation. We identify three core themes critical for advancing climate adaptation practice 
and research: political capabilities, adaptation framing, and incremental implementation. Our 
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critique of the literature finds that adaptation scholarship has focused on outcomes to the detriment 
of process and agency, framings of adaptation process lack a substantive connection to the sources 
of systemic injustice, and there is a need to evaluate implementation processes incrementally. We 
then present a research framework that modifies a framework commonly used to understand policy 
implementation, the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), to incorporate our findings about the 
three core themes to develop an approach to analyze whether just adaptation is being achieved.   
 
The design of this review reflects a snowball approach of recent literature on the relationship 
between climate adaptation and social justice and equity from the fields of justice theory, public 
policy, public administration, and urban climate change governance and planning. For example, 
an initial Web of Science search for “climate adaptation”, was refined using “justice” and “equity”. 
The focus on urban governance and planning reflects the significance of cities to adaptation efforts 
due to their populations vulnerable to the effects of climate change, contribution to climate change, 
and capacity to develop effective climate mitigation and adaptation solutions (Bulkeley 2013). The 
review then considered each publication’s cited references, focusing on theoretical underpinnings, 
such as justice scholarship (e.g. Fraser 2014; Nussbaum 2011; Young 2011; Sen 2009; Rawls 
1971), as well as papers citing the publication. Our intent was not to be exhaustive, but instead 
aimed to focus on literature identifying mechanisms of inequality in the implementation of climate 
adaptation policy. Table 1 provides a sample of representative publications, organized by date of 
publication. The table illustrates the analytic methodology, which identified key justice, key 
arguments, and theoretical underpinnings.  We find there to be a coherent body of scholarship 
within the fields of urban planning and climate change governance that draws from the same 
theoretical underpinnings. This body of literature includes literature from both positivist (e.g. 
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Anguelovski 2016) and critical (e.g. Fraser 2014) epistemologies. From this body of literature, we 
can develop robust, theoretically based propositions appropriate for the dynamic nature of applied 
policy subsystem analysis and implementation research.     
 






Key Arguments Theoretical 
Underpinnings  
(Holland 2017) Political 
Capabilities; 
Transformation 
Adaptation is an ongoing process of 
transformation where socially 
vulnerable populations gain the 
political power to shape adaptation 
decisions. 












Transformational adaptation requires 
commitments to address issues of 
solidarity, place, well-being, fairness, 
and trust; must emphasize the 
importance of addressing cultural or 












Acts of omission and commission 
often result from procedural processes 
that fail to recognize and account for 
the desired needs and wants of 










There are opportunities to improve 
procedural justice by reconceiving the 
process as more than consultation with 
affected communities by framing 
adaptation as a social justice issue. 
 












There is a lack of effort to 
substantively address the structural 
conditions that produce participatory 
inequality such as poverty, exclusion, 
or the role of culture in determining 












Just adaptation requires representation 
of vulnerable groups, priority setting 
and framing that recognize adaptation 
needs of vulnerable populations, and 
outcomes that enhance freedoms and 









Recognition is a central feature of 
adaptation justice; developing 
capabilities is a constitutional right, 
necessary for human functioning, and 







The following three sections organize our review of the literature according to three core themes: 
political capabilities, framing of adaptation, and implementation. Each section synthesizes the 
most relevant scholarship, articulates a proposition that follows from the analysis, and identifies 
areas for future research.  The fifth section presents a framework for addressing gaps in the 
research approach to just adaption.  
 
Political Capabilities as Process and Agency   
 
Adaptation efforts are typically implemented through established governance processes, which 
reinforce existing vulnerabilities. Scholarship devoted to injustice in adaptation planning draws on 
justice literature to recommend a capabilities approach to climate adaptation efforts. The 
capabilities approach brings new focus to the processes that recognize the needs of vulnerable 






Embedded governance practices reinforce systemic injustice   
 
Climate adaptation policy is typically implemented through mainstreamed processes, which tend 
to favor elite interests, exacerbate power inequalities in decision-making, be resistant to change 
and reinforce systemic injustice (Anguelovski et al. 2016). For example, cost-benefit analysis, 
scenario planning, and vulnerability assessments are important aspects of adaptation planning and 
implementation that address scientific uncertainty. However, they require specific technical 
expertise (Smit & Wandel 2006). As a result, most climate adaptation efforts are implemented 
through expert-led, top-down, “mainstreamed” processes, which are inaccessible to traditionally 
marginalized populations (Kelly & Adger 2000; Chu 2017; Shi et al. 2016). Mainstreaming of 
adaptation efforts refers to implementation through established governance practices, such as 
existing planning processes and regulatory mechanisms (Chu 2017; Smit & Wandel 2006). For 
example, Anguelovski et al.’s (2016) analysis of eight cities from the global North and South 
identified as the most common adaptation approach strengthening and expanding protective 
infrastructure. Poor populations bore the burden of relocation, yet planning processes neglected to 
consider impacts on inequality. Similarly, land use regulations were selectively enforced with 
negative impacts on poor populations. Inclusion in decision-making processes exacerbated power 
imbalances between stakeholders.  And, the lack of public funding for adaptation efforts led to 
private sector funding, which framed adaptation as a private, rather than a public, good. The 
cumulative impact of adaptation efforts was to protect and prioritize the interests of elite groups 




A political capabilities approach to climate adaptation 
 
Capabilities refer to the resources, opportunities, freedoms, and institutions necessary for 
individuals and groups to exist as full members in a given society. Capabilities theory incorporates 
a broad range of justice-related concerns, including distributional equity, social recognition, and 
public participation. It seeks to answer the question, What is each person able to do and be? and 
focuses on the set of opportunities or substantial freedoms people may or may not exercise 
(Nussbaum 2011; Sen 2009). A capabilities-based approach to climate adaptation seeks to 
establish the conditions for socially just climate adaptation by calling attention to the political, 
cultural, and social conditions that create and sustain vulnerability (Schlosberg 2012). A 
capabilities approach is therefore a direct challenge to embedded governance practices that 
reinforce systemic injustice. 
 
In developing a framework to apply capabilities theory to just adaptation, Schlosberg (2012) 
argues just adaptation is achieved when people have the political opportunity to determine for 
themselves which capabilities are needed to live flourishing lives and these capabilities are 
protected by adaptation efforts. Recognition is the pathway to making people politically capable. 
Recognition refers to the inclusion of groups, especially socially vulnerable populations who are 
typically not recognized or mis-recognized, as full participants in decision processes (Schlosberg 
2012; Young 2011; Fraser 2014). Justice, then, requires a focus not only on outcomes, i.e. the just 
distribution of material goods, services, or social position (Rawls 1971), but also a focus on 
processes that reinforce institutionalized political, economic, social, cultural, and symbolic 
subordination (Young 2011; Fraser 2014).  
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Strategic urbanism is one adaptation approach to achieve recognition and build political 
capabilities (Chu 2017). Strategic urbanism focuses on intense interactions between municipal 
government representatives and community participants. Through these interactions, a political 
capabilities approach aims to establish community knowledge as the basis for defining how the 
municipality frames and implements adaptation projects on the ground. Recognition therefore 
advances procedural justice by giving people, rather than bureaucrats, experts, or elites, the power 
to determine the range of capabilities necessary to enhance individual and community functions 
and values in climate adaptation. 
 
So far, most just adaptation research and practice has focused on specifying processes that establish 
conditions for affected communities to participate in planning, but only rarely considers how 
affected communities are given power over the adaptation decisions that affect them. While 
procedurally inclusive adaptation processes are important, they rarely produce the procedurally 
just outcomes, such as, legitimacy, sustainability, or social justice, necessary to produce 
substantive justice (Young 2011; Paavola & Adger 2006; Fung 2006; Rowe & Frewer 2000). 
Institutional interactions that promote political capabilities may advance just adaptation through 
processes that give decision-making power to socially vulnerable populations, rather than a 
symbolic “seat at the table”. In this view, procedural inclusion fails to meet the conditions of 
procedural justice when vulnerable populations achieve recognition but fail to exert political 
control (i.e. power) over the adaptation decisions that directly affect their vulnerability to climate 
change (Holland 2017). Whether climate adaptation outcomes reflect the interests of socially 
vulnerable populations is contingent upon the interactions between those seeking agency and the 
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institutions that shape actors’ agency (Adger 2016; Adger et al. 2005; Bulkeley et al. 2013; Chu 
2017; Few et al. 2007). Achieving just adaptation therefore requires a transition away from 
procedurally inclusive adaptation to procedurally just processes that give vulnerable citizens 
agency and the political power to shape adaptation decisions based on what they consider to be the 
root cause of their vulnerability (Holland 2017; Moser 2013).  
 
Proposition 1. Just adaptation requires the inclusion of socially vulnerable as full participants 
with agency to shape the decisions that affect them.   
 
Proposition 1 highlights the need for adaptation scholarship and practice to focus on process and 
agency in order to better understand climate adaptation governance. Potentially fruitful research 
questions include, What do political capabilities actually look like in practice?, How are power 
relationships determined?, Under what conditions does adaptation promote the political 
capabilities of socially vulnerable populations?, and, Which mechanisms reinforce systemic 
injustice or promote justice and equity in practice (Morison et al. 2019; Bulkeley et al. 2013; 
Tschakert et al. 2013; Nussbaum 2011). 
 
Framing Adaptation  
 
Climate adaptation initiatives traditionally focus on the concept of vulnerability, but rarely frame 
problems and solutions in terms of the underlying causes of vulnerability (Tschakert et al. 2013; 
Paavola 2008; Paavola & Adger 2006; Smit & Wandel 2006; Rowe & Frewer 2000). Framing is 
the process of shaping, focusing, organizing, constructing, and representing interpretations of the 
world. Framing is an important concept for understanding environmental issues, which are 
characterized by uncertainty and trade-offs. Framing provides information about how participants 
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view environmental hazards, responsibility for inaction or taking action, and possible solutions. 
And, reframing through dialogue can create opportunities to resolve environmental disputes 
(Putnam and Wondollek 2013; Lewicki et al. 2015; Gray 2003). Framing is related to just 
adaptation because of its role in shaping who participates in climate adaptation efforts, how 
affected groups perceive adaptation actions, and whether efforts reinforce systemic injustice 
(Schlosberg 2012).  For example, explicit framings of equity or justice in climate adaptation can 
emphasize the cultural or symbolic value of what is being affected, and promote commitments to 
address issues of solidarity, place, well-being, fairness, and trust (Adger 2016; Hoffman 2015).  
Or, adaptation framings that lack a substantive connection to the causes of vulnerability can 
perpetuate injustice. Evaluating framings of adaptation is therefore one approach to understanding 
why adaptation promotes or inhibits justice for socially vulnerable populations. Three common 
framings of climate adaptation are resilience, equity, and transformation. 
 
Framing Adaptation as Resilience 
 
Building resilience is a common framing of climate adaptation goals in literature and in practice.  
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change defines resilience as, “The ability of a social or 
ecological system to absorb disturbances while retaining the same basic structure and ways of 
functioning, the capacity for self-organization, and the capacity to adapt to stress and change” 
(IPCC 2014). This definition aligns closely with Pelling’s (2011) typology, which draws upon the 
influence of social-ecological systems theory (SES) (Folke 2006; Holling 1973) and characterizes 




Framing the objective of adaptation as building resilience and functional persistence leads to 
technocratic solutions, such as building more resilient infrastructure, without a focus on building 
political capabilities. In response, scholars have criticized the “resilience trap” through which 
climate adaptation efforts are seen to favor short-term solutions and promote unsustainable or 
socially unjust practices, instead of reducing the causes of vulnerability and building adaptive 
capacity (Schlosberg 2012; Kythreotis 2017). Without explicit framings of justice, initiatives 
framed as promoting resilience may systematically reproduce urban spatial inequalities and 
injustice that have persisted in r cities for the last century (Agyeman 2013). A growing group of 
scholars call for a critical assessment of whether adaptation planning projects that purport to be 
resilient – and therefore implicitly sustainable and beneficial for all – fall into the same trap of 
privileging or protecting elite groups at the expense of disadvantaged groups (Anguelovski 2016; 
Fainstein 2015). Scholarship on resilience has therefore expanded to focus more on the procedures 
for decision-making, for example through negotiated resilience (Harris et al. 2018), and on the 
distribution of burdens and benefits (Davoudi 2012).  
 
Framing Adaptation as Equity 
 
Equity is a central feature of other climate adaptation practice and research (Klinsky et al. 2016; 
Adger 2005). Framing the goals of adaptation as equity focuses on the distribution of resources, 
income, wealth, or social positions to favor the most vulnerable within society (Rawls 1971).  
Equity is an important component of climate adaptation because of the fundamentally “unfair” 
intergenerational nature of climate change (Adger et al. 2005), the trade-offs associated with fair 
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and equitable distribution of resources in response to the effects of climate change (Klinsky et al. 
2016), and the context specific circumstances based on competing values and interests (Adger et 
al. 2005) that occur in adaptation practice.  Recent adaptation initiatives in U.S. cities, such as New 
York, Boston, Pittsburgh, Providence, and Portland, frame adaptation in terms of equity. These 
equitable adaptation efforts aim to prioritize the needs of socially vulnerable communities, build 
capacity, anticipate and buffer against the effects of climate change, and promote redistribution of 
resources to benefit socially vulnerable populations (Tschakert & Dietrich 2010; Adger et al. 
2005).   
 
However, empirical evidence indicates the construction of vulnerability in framings of adaptation 
as equity conceals the substantive sources of inequity, allows vulnerability to persist under the 
guise of socially just climate adaptation, and distracts from building adaptive capacities (Bulkeley 
2014; Tschakert et al. 2013; Agyeman 2013). For example, Anguelovski et al. (2016) finds that 
worldwide urban adaptation initiatives framed as equity rely on embedded governance practices 
and, as a result, ultimately fail to recognize and account for the desired needs and wants of 
traditionally marginalized groups. A separate review of worldwide urban climate efforts also finds 
that, despite using the language of justice and a focus on distribution of rights, adaptation efforts 
rarely explicitly focus on justice.  When adaptation efforts do focus on justice, the focus is on 
procedural justice with little effort to substantively address the structural conditions that produce 
participatory inequality, such as poverty, exclusion, or the role of culture, in determining who 
benefits from adaptation efforts (Bulkeley et al. 2013). This experience of framing adaptation as 
equity is consistent with common critiques of the Rawlsian approach to justice for ignoring the 
social structure, or institutional context, that helps to determine distributional patterns of injustice 
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(Young, 2011). Reactive adaptation, which occurs as part of post-disaster recovery efforts, such 
as the rebuilding of infrastructure within vulnerable locations, suffers from the same shortcomings 
(Adger et al. 2005). A similar critique explains why ideas of justice are translated so poorly across 
scholarship and environmental justice movements (Barkan & Pulido 2017). For example, 
environmental justice efforts do not strive to redistribute the burden of pollution from one group 
to another but, instead, aim to clean up the environment and empower environmental justice 
communities. To address these limitations, recent scholarship calls for a framing of adaptation that 
explicitly addresses substantive injustice.  
 
Framing Adaptation as Transformation 
 
Framing adaptation as transformation aims to disrupt existing institutionalized forms of inequality 
and emphasize the relational aspects of adaptation, such as interdependencies and co-benefits 
(Eriksen et al. 2015). For example, adaptation as transformation shifts attention from assessing 
vulnerability to identifying the less visible causes of social vulnerability within political, social, or 
economic institutional processes (Tschakert et al. 2013; Paavola 2008; Paavola & Adger 2006; 
Smit & Wandel 2006; Pelling 2011; Rowe & Frewer 2000). Framing adaptation as transformation 
expands the concept of vulnerability to include a broader set of people, such as pregnant women, 
children, elderly, disabled, or linguistically isolated people (Bulkeley et al. 2013). Explicit 
acknowledgement of social group differences may be used to undermine systemic causes of 
injustice (Young, 2011) and to create value in decision-making and implementation processes 
(Mnookin et al. 2004). Possible solutions also expand from a focus on top-down technocratic 
approaches to include fostering political capabilities by giving socially vulnerable people power 
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and agency within adaptation initiatives (Patterson et al. 2018; Holland 2017; Pelling et al. 2015; 
Pelling 2011; Eriksen, 2015).  
 
Proposition 2. Just adaptation requires that adaptation framings explicitly recognize the causes 
of systemic injustice. 
 
Proposition 2 highlights the need for adaptation scholarship and practice to focus on how adaption 
is framed to provide insight into whether adaptation efforts maintain a focus on justice. Research 
questions that follow are, In what ways does explicit recognition of the causes of injustice manifest 
in adaptation planning documents? and, How does framing adaptation as justice change throughout 




Policy process theory fails to provide explicit guidance for researching implementation (Hupe 
2014). This limitation is notable considering the significant efforts made by policy process 
theorists over the past three decades to include implementation analysis as a distinct feature of 
policy process research. This section discusses the traditional manner by which implementation is 
evaluated and is then followed by a presentation of the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) as 
a mechanism to reconcile the long timeframes typically associated with policy implementation 





Top-Down and Bottom-Up Evaluations of Implementation  
 
Early research into implementation efforts focused on rational, top-down theories in which a 
central policy decision is evaluated on the basis of whether stated policy objectives were achieved 
or failed (Pressman and Wildavsky 1973; Sabatier and Mazmanian 1979). This approach 
delineates a clear separation of policy formulation from policy implementation and seeks to 
measure explicit policy objectives against measurable policy outcomes in order to develop policy 
implementation recommendations for decision-makers. Analysis therefore focuses on central 
policy decision-makers and hierarchical approaches to decision-making. This approach is critiqued 
for neglecting important actors in the policy implementation process and therefore providing an 
incomplete picture of the sources of injustice that affect the most vulnerable (Sabatier 1986).  
 
The timeframe for top-down evaluation of implementation also focuses on long time-periods, 
typically a decade or longer (Sabatier 1986; Sabatier & Mazmanian 1979). Long evaluation 
timeframes miss the shorter-term, incremental processes during which recognition of socially 
vulnerable groups either carries through or drops out of the policy implementation process. Long 
evaluation timeframes are therefore inconsistent with the goal of advancing justice in the context 
of climate adaptation, where the effects of climate change are already disproportionately affecting 
the most vulnerable. 
 
In response, bottom-up theories to policy implementation were developed. Bottom-up theories 
focus on the significant role of street level bureaucrats (Lipsky 1980), the full range of stakeholders 
involved in policy implementation, and the continuous formulation of policy throughout the 
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implementation process (Hjern 1982). The implementation process itself is redefined to begin with 
the formulation of policy and planning and continuing through decisions through decisions about 
institutional rules. The focus is therefore more incremental, in comparison to the top-down 
approach of comparing policy goals and outcomes. As a result, the analysis shifts to identification 
and description of the implementation structure, to the strategic interactions between actors and 
their agency within a policy subsystem, and to how a policy is defined, shaped, and possibly 
redefined throughout the implementation process (Hjern et al. 1981; Lindblom 1968). Using the 
network structure as a starting point, this approach aims to highlight unintended consequences of 
implementation programs.  Table 2 provides a comparison of rational, top-down approaches verses 
bottom-up, incremental approaches to implementation.  When comparing these distinct approaches 
to implementation, it’s easy to recognize how rational, top-down approach provides advantage to 
stakeholders with power, resources or technical expertise, while the incremental bottom-up 
approaches to implementation shift power dynamics to individuals or groups with a focus on 




Table 2.2 - Rational Versus Incremental Implementation of Climate Adaptation Policy  
(adapted from (Shafritz et al. 2016) 
 
Rational, Top-Down Implementation Incremental, Bottom-Up Implementation 
Evaluates central policy decisions and 
outcomes against measurable stated policy 
goals. 
Evaluates the strategies pursued by actors and 
the strategic interactions among these groups.  
Dependent upon technocratic (scenario, 
modeling, cost-benefit) solutions to address 
uncertainty. 
Reliance on technocratic solutions is 
secondary to agency-based approaches to 
address uncertainty. 
Dependent upon established power relations 
and structured evaluations in decision-making 
processes. 
Reliance on established power relations is 
secondary to negotiated settlements that are 
participatory, inclusive, and just in decision-
making processes. 
Reliance on a collective evaluation of system 
interdependencies with proposed solutions. 
Decentralized approach to evaluation of 
system interdependencies and proposed 
solutions.   
Major changes can be made on a regular basis Changes are made gradually over time 
Decisions tend to be made proactively Decisions tend to be made reactively 
Promotes theory development and policy 
recommendations for decision-makers 
Promotes empirical descriptions and 
explanations of decisions made within the 
policy implementation process.   
 
Both top-down and bottom-up approaches to evaluating policy implementation face two 
unresolved analytic challenges (Hupe 2014). The first is the too many variables problem often 
illustrated by Pressman and Wildavsky’s (1973) chain metaphor.  The chain metaphor describes 
policy implementation as a series of linked decisions, each introducing new variables that 
ultimately influence the outcome of stated policy goals.  As new actors, decisions, or processes are 
introduced into the policy implementation process, the potential increases that policy will deviate 
from its originally stated goals.  The number of variables obscures the influence of any one variable 
on the behavior of actors (Pressman and Wildasky 1973). The second challenge is the multi-layer 
problem, which results from complexity across governance structures operating at different spatial 
scales, as seen for example with climate adaptation (Bulkeley & Betsill 2003; Adger et al. 2005).    
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The Advocacy Coalition Framework to Evaluate Incremental Policy Implementation 
 
The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) was developed to address methodological challenges 
in implementation research and is commonly used to understand policy processes (Sabatier 1986; 
Jenkins-Smith et al. 2017). The ACF analyzes the policy subsystem, focusing on incremental 
policy formation and implementation by stakeholders. When governmental authorities make 
decisions regarding institutional rules, resource allocations, and appointments pertaining to a 
government policy or program, implementation occurs as a result of coordinated efforts among 
coalition stakeholders (Sewell 2005). These decisions result in a set of policy outputs, including 
intended and unintended outcomes. When viewed through the lens of the ACF, policy 
implementation is a function of the political dynamics that occur among overlapping policy 
subsystems. Central to the ACF is the idea that government programs and policies, which arise 
from each policy subsystem, reflect the beliefs of the coalition of actors that dominates the 
subsystem. A three-tiered belief system, made up of deep core, policy core, and secondary core 
beliefs, guides the coalition’s behavior. The coalition’s ability to dominate the policy subsystem 
and redistribute political resources is determined by the resources it possess and its ability to 
overcome political constraints. Coalition resources may include finances, leadership, authority, 
and scientific or technical information (Sewell 2005; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith 1993).  Sources of 
power include power by design, pragmatic power, and framing power (Morrison et al. 2019).  
 
As the implementation process proceeds over time, subsystem coalitions revise belief systems and 
alter their strategies according to their perception of impacts, the adequacy of the decision-making 
process, new information arising from various research efforts, and events and changes external to 
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the subsystem. Because belief systems are resistant to change, this learning process produces only 
modest changes in policy over the long-term, typically over a decade or more. As a result, long 
time frames are typically required to assess policy change.  More substantial and rapid change 
tends to occur when various events external to the subsystem alter the power structure within the 
subsystem by changing the political resources and constraints of subsystem actors (Sewell 2005; 
Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith 1993). Calls for refinement of the ACF’s three-tiered belief system 
model support the use of new guiding belief systems models that draw inspiration from other 
theories (Jenkins-Smith et al. 2017).  
 
Proposition 3: Just adaptation requires that implementation is evaluated incrementally.  
 
Proposition 3 highlights the need for shorter timeframes to understand climate adaptation 
implementation in order to improve responses. The effects of climate change on vulnerable 
populations require urgent action from research and practice. Long research time frames are simply 
inconsistent with advancing just adaptation. Research questions that follow are, How do different 
sources of power determine the dominance of coalitions within a policy subsystem? (Morrison et 
al. 2019) and, Under what conditions do policy subsystem coalitions overcome constraints that 







An Advocacy Coalition Framework Approach to Just Adaptation Research 
 
Modifications to the ACF to Advance Just Adaptation 
 
The ACF lens focuses attention on the implementation processes by looking at policy subsystems, 
implementation process, advocacy coalitions and how they utilize resources to promote political 
capabilities. Applying the ACF to climate adaptation therefore responds to the need to focus on 
process and agency, reflected in proposition 1. We propose modifying the ACF to improve 
evaluation of climate adaptation implementation based on conceptualizations of justice and 
mechanisms of injustice. First, we propose replacing the ACF’s existing three-tiered belief system 
with policy belief categories derived from the framings of adaptation: resilience, equity, and 
transformation. Reflecting the need expressed in proposition 2, adaptation framings can then be 
used to analyze policy processes and coalition dynamics, for example to characterize the shared 
goals of advocacy coalitions and assess whether they recognize the causes of systemic injustice in 
the way problems and solutions are defined. 
 
Second, we propose modifying the ACF to assess a group of snapshots of policy subsystems and 
advocacy coalitions, which can then be evaluated collectively over longer timeframes. This 
modification reflects the need for incremental implementation expressed in proposition 3. 
Evaluating implementation over brief snapshots in time, such as timeframes shorter than three 
years, will advance understanding of whether and how justice carries through climate adaptation 
implementation processes, for example through dominant power dynamics, relationships among 
policy actors, and strategic framings of adaptation. This modification also responds to challenges 
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for implementation analysis by focusing on defining spatial and temporal boundaries within the 
policy subsystem, which restricts the number of variables and scales, while at the same 
highlighting interconnections within the scope of analysis. Change across incremental snapshots 
of implementation can then be compared to one another to evaluate longer term, cumulative 
changes. Table 3 compares the traditional and modified ACF we propose for evaluating just 
adaptation.  
 
Table 2.3 – Comparison of Traditional and Modified ACF for Evaluating Just Adaptation 
Feature Traditional Application of 
ACF 
Modified ACF 
Unit of Analysis Policy Subsystem Policy Subsystem 
Coalition Belief System Deep Core, Policy Core, 
Secondary Core  
Resilience, Equity, 
Transformation 
Evaluation Criteria Policy Change, Change in 
Coalition Belief System, 
Change due to External 
Influences on Actor 
Constraints and Resources 
Coalition Organization, 
Framings of Justice and 
Adaptation, Power and 
Agency  
Evaluation Timeframe Approximately 10 years 0-3 years 
 
 
Application of the Modified ACF in Practice 
 
This section provides an example of how the modified ACF can be applied to analyze a case, 
drawing on the authors ongoing research into climate adaptation policy implementation in Boston, 
U.S.A.  Boston, like many other coastal cities worldwide, is facing climate hazards related to sea-
level rise in conjunction with development pressures related to increasing urban populations and 
land value.  Since 2012, Boston has responded to these challenges through an ongoing and robust 
climate adaptation effort, which includes a commitment to address justice and equity as a central 
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feature. To advance its adaptation planning efforts, Boston more recently finalized a city-wide 
vulnerability assessment and planning documents (e.g. Climate Ready Boston, Imagine Boston 
2030, and Resilient Boston), as well as neighborhood-specific implementation plans.  
 
Applying the modified ACF, a content analysis of the city-wide plans and of neighborhood 
implementation plans can aim to identify adaptation framings and whether adaptation efforts 
demonstrate a focus on justice through recognition of the interests of socially vulnerable 
populations and recognition of sources of injustice. The results can then be compared to determine 
whether adaptation efforts sustain a focus on justice across incremental policy developments and, 
if not, identify at which point justice considerations are omitted from adaptation framings. In-depth 
interviews can be conducted to inform a stakeholder analysis, including analysis of how key actor 
coalitions frame adaptation, how they use resources (e.g. finances, leadership, or access to 
scientific information) to promote political capabilities and influence adaption policy 
implementation. This approach therefore reflects a focus on power and agency, adaptation 




We highlight an emerging research agenda that aims to respond to the urgent need for improved 
implementation of just climate adaptation efforts. This research area draws on literature from the 
fields of urban planning, climate change governance, climate adaptation, just adaptation and policy 
implementation. Our analysis identifies two focal challenges for climate adaptation scholarship 
and presents a framework for responding to these challenges. First, current approaches to policy 
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implementation research that focus on policy outcomes persists to the detriment of process and 
agency. Second, research is needed to analyze how adaptation framings recognize systemic causes 
of injustice throughout the implementation of climate adaptation policy. 
 
Based on the analysis of the literature, we develop three propositions to advance understanding of 
how just adaptation may occur in practice and build upon existing just adaptation theory. 
Proposition 1 states that just adaptation requires the inclusion of socially vulnerable populations 
as full participants with agency to shape the decisions that affect them. This proposition highlights 
the need for adaptation scholarship and practice to focus on process and agency in order to better 
understand climate adaptation governance. Proposition 2 argues that just adaptation requires that 
adaptation framings explicitly recognize the causes of systemic injustice.  And finally, Proposition 
3 contends that just adaptation requires evaluation focus on incremental timeframes of 
implementation.  This research framework aims to position justice at the center of climate 
adaptation implementation and to better understand how vulnerable populations develop and exert 
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CHAPTER 3 - Implementing Just Climate Adaptation Policy: An incremental analysis of 
recognition, framing, and advocacy coalitions in Boston, U.S.A. 
 
Jeffrey T. Malloy 
 
Contributors: Catherine M. Ashcraft, Semra Aytur, Paul Kirshen, Shannon Rogers, Thomas G. 
Safford 
 
Cities advancing climate adaptation policy face intersectional policy implementation challenges.  
An increasing awareness to promote just and equitable outcomes in climate policy implementation 
demonstrates a need for scholarship dedicated to understanding how policy implementation affects 
socially vulnerable groups. We apply a novel framework to incrementally assess just climate 
adaptation efforts in three neighborhoods in Boston, U.S.A., East Boston, Charlestown, and South 
Boston. Despite Boston’s explicit commitment to address equity in these efforts, we identify how 
injustice is reproduced through coalition formation, the framing of problem issues and solutions, 
and a failure to recognize the lived experience of city residents.  These interrelated factors 
evaluated as incremental decision points suggest mainstreamed policy implementation to the 
detriment of traditionally marginalized groups. The analytic framework presented can be adapted 




The simultaneous climate, COVID-19, racial injustice, and economic crises of 2020 demonstrate 
the intersectional nature of public policy challenges and the risks of reinforcing existing 
vulnerabilities among already marginalized populations. Addressing these challenges requires an 
explicit commitment to addressing the systemic causes of social vulnerability by changing the 
institutionalized norms and values that shape these processes.  Climate adaptation research has 
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responded with a focus on social justice and, specifically, the ways in which the implementation 
of climate adaptation policy affects socially vulnerable groups (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020; Holland, 
2017; Anguelovski et al., 2016; Shi et al., 2016; Schlosberg, 2012).   
 
We define just adaptation as “a process of systematically removing institutional barriers 
(implementation) that disproportionately burden some groups of people more than others 
(recognition), while simultaneously creating opportunity (capabilities) and reducing harm related 
to climate change.” A previous review (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020) of the public administration, 
public policy, urban climate change governance, and social justice theory literature identified three 
requirements for implementing just adaptation policy (see for example (Holland, 2017; Adger, 
2016; Anguelovski et al., 2016; Shi et al., 2016; Bulkeley et al., 2013; Hughes, 2013; Schlosberg, 
2012)). Socially vulnerable people must have agency over the decisions that affect them. The 
framing of problems and their solutions must explicitly recognize the structural conditions that 
cause systemic injustice. And, to explain whether social justice is sustained during the 
implementation process, evaluation needs to focus on shorter timeframes of the policy 
implementation processes. 
 
Here, we advance theoretical explanations of what is needed for just adaptation to occur to how to 
evaluate whether justice persists or falls from adaptation practice. This paper develops the first, to 
our knowledge, research design and methodology to incrementally analyze the ways in which the 
implementation process of climate adaptation policy affects socially vulnerable groups.  We apply 
this framework to assess climate adaptation efforts in three urban neighborhoods in Boston, 
U.S.A., East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston. For consistency, our definition of social 
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vulnerability is derived from climate adaptation and racial equity planning in Boston (Martin, 
2016, COB, 2016a, COB, 2017a), to include groups as those at susceptible life stages (e.g. pregnant 
women, elderly, children), those with existing health conditions (e.g. chronic disease, disability), 
occupationally exposed groups (e.g. lack of access to safe jobs or transportation to employment), 
and those marginalized by race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and those living in vulnerable 
locations. 
 
Our motivation for this project is related to the urgency to adapt to climate change paired with the 
moral imperative to identify mechanisms that contribute to just and equitable adaptation outcomes 
for those affected most by these impacts.   The goal of this research is therefore intended to provide 
an approach to evaluate the implementation of socially just climate adaptation policy and test this 
methodology in a case where equity is an explicit goal of the implementation of an ongoing climate 
adaptation policy.  Our findings advance theoretical applications in an emerging and critical area 
of research focused on implementation of socially just climate adaptation.   
 




To understand how implementation produces social justice, we first identified the stages of the 
implementation process, focusing on the macro-level institutional and political interactions 
(Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980). Policy implementation consists of a 
series of decision-points illustrated by Pressman and Wildavsky’s (1973) chain metaphor.  The 
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chain metaphor suggests that policy implementation is characterized by a series of interconnected, 
or linked, decisions that introduce new actors, decisions, or processes that ultimately influence the 
outcome of stated policy goals. Evaluating decision points on an incremental basis is necessary to 
understand how the considerations of socially vulnerable groups are accounted for through the 
process. Only recently has a focus on the implementation of adaptation policy, as compared to the 
planning of adaptation efforts, become a critical area of research.   
 
In this research, the presence of an explicit focus on social justice in the policy design and City of 
Boston Request for Proposals (RFP) was used for case selection (see more on this below). 
Unfortunately, from a policy evaluation perspective, data about the implementation stages from 
team formulation through team selection are often not publicly available. The transparency of the 
implementation process emerges as an element of just adaptation itself, as demonstrated by making 
key documents, such as submitted proposals, publicly available.  Therefore, here, we focus on 
evaluating the plan development stage to understand, in what ways are considerations of justice 
included or erased through the process of implementing climate adaptation policy?  
 
We defined three primary variables to evaluate. We focus on the role of advocacy coalitions, or 
alliances through which stakeholders involved in climate adaptation processes with varying 
sources of power and financial resources organize to establish institutional rules, resource 
allocations, and influence the outcomes of government policy and programs (Sewell, 2005). 
Common stakeholders include city officials, consultants from the private sector, academia, and 
non-profit organizations, funding agencies, civil society groups, regional utility providers, and 
private sector business leaders. Framing is the process that shapes, focuses, organizes, constructs, 
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and represents interpretations of the world (Chong & Druckman, 2007) and reflects contestation 
between stakeholders. Adaptation is commonly framed as resilience through a focus on functional 
persistence (Davoudi, 2012), as equity through a focus on the distribution of costs and benefits, or 
as transformation through a focus on addressing the structural conditions that cause systemic 
injustice (Malloy & Ahscraft, 2020). Evidence of recognition include how project objectives and 
evaluation criteria reflect the priorities of socially vulnerable groups (Chong & Druckman, 2007), 
the design and purpose of public engagement, for example as education or dialogue to shape 
project development (Shi et al., 2016), the allocation of resources to foster full participation of 
socially vulnerable groups, and whether socially vulnerable individuals perceive the 
implementation process as just. Building the capability of socially vulnerable groups to exert 
agency in climate adaptation processes, in turn, influences the stakeholder groups participating in 
advocacy coalitions (Nussbaum, 2011).   
   
Table 3.1 presents the variables for analysis, the metrics used to assess the variables, the items 
actually observed, and possible data sources. 
 
Table 3.1 – Variables, Metrics, Units of Observation, and Data Sources  
 












Type of stakeholder 
groups holding 
membership and 
leadership positions in 
decision bodies, for 
example project teams and 
steering committees 
 
Project team information in 
proposals 
Committee membership 
information in project reports 
Lists of participants in RFP 
decisions in decision summaries 
Details provided in interviews 








News and media reports 
documenting participants 
Framings  Definitions of 
problems and 
solutions 
Information about how 
different stakeholders 





Infographics, documentation of 
public comments, and other public 
engagement information about 
stakeholders, including socially 
vulnerable groups’, priorities 
Participant observation in public 
engagement events 
News and media sources: 
stakeholder statements about 
project objectives and solutions by 
decision-making and other 
stakeholders 
Interviews 





















prioritization of project 
evaluation criteria 
 
Design and purpose of 
public engagement 
 
Resources to foster 
engagement of socially 
vulnerable groups 
 
Perceived just adaptation 
by socially vulnerable 
individuals  
Statement of project objectives in 
RFP, project team proposals, 
interim and final reports  
Project objectives and evaluation 
criteria identified in project team 
proposals, project reports 
Methodology identified in project 
team reports or by interviewees 
describing public engagement 
goals and methods, use of public 
knowledge and input in project 
objectives, evaluation criteria, or 
other outcomes 
Budget allocation and capacity 
building to support participation 
of community level and social 
justice groups 
Interviews with stakeholders  
 
 
Research Design  
 
This research employs a qualitative case study methodology that evaluates specific implementation 
phases from three ongoing climate adaptation efforts in the City of Boston, allowing for analysis 
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within each neighborhood and comparison across the cases.  We selected the neighborhoods of 
East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston because 1) these the neighborhoods were the first 
projects selected following the completion of the CRB Vulnerability Assessment (VA) 2) these 
projects occurred over  a 3-year period which aligns with our approach to incremental assessments 
of policy implementation, 3)  each neighborhood shares similar sources of climate vulnerability 
relative to flood hazards, and 4) differences in social vulnerabilities allow for cross case 
comparisons.  
 
Urban areas make good cases for climate adaptation research. Broader metropolitan spaces reflect 
contested governance between diverse public and private sector interests spread over broad 
geographies of interconnected and urgent public policy issues, including social justice, 
transportation, food, affordable housing, environmental issues, and economic development.  
Within the United States, urban climate adaptation initiatives are increasingly ubiquitous and at 
the forefront of ambitious climate action (GCC, 2017).  
 
Because we wanted to understand how social justice is produced through climate implementation 
processes, we selected a case with ongoing climate adaptation initiatives with an explicit 
commitment to support equity and justice: Boston, Massachusetts. Boston’s climate adaptation 
initiatives demonstrate rapid implementation from a citywide vulnerability assessment to the 
development of neighborhoods specific resilience plans and, therefore, are well suited to an 
incremental analysis of shorter implementation timelines. Like many coastal cities, Boston is 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, including extreme heat, sea level rise, and extreme 
precipitation and storm events. Boston is also one of the most inequitable cities in the country in 
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terms of income and housing costs, reflecting the effects of systemic racism, residential 
segregation, and economic inequality (COB, 2018).   For example, Boston household income is 
nearly the same as the rest of the nation ($56,902) while home values are more than twice as 
expensive ($464,450) (COB, 2017a). While simultaneously implementing climate adaptation 
policy, Boston is experiencing rapid rates of development in areas known as highly vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change, a circumstance common in many other coastal cities across the globe 
(Shi, 2020; Shi & Varuzzo, 2020).  
 
After a near miss from Hurricane Sandy in 2012, Boston Mayor Thomas M. Menino administration 
established Climate Ready Boston (CRB) as a joint initiative project with the City of Boston and 
the Green Ribbon Commission, an existing commission focused on climate mitigation. Through 
these efforts, the city’s awareness of its vulnerability to climate change expanded CRB’s focus to 
adaptation.  By 2016, CRB was developing a citywide vulnerability assessment concurrent with 
its first citywide master planning effort in 50 years, Imagine Boston 2030, and a racial equity 
resilience plan to guide Boston to a more affordable, equitable, connected and resilient future, 
Resilient Boston: An Equitable and Connected City. (CRB, 2016)  
 
Climate Ready Boston, focused on three major climate hazards: extreme heat, stormwater 
flooding, and coastal and riverine flooding.  A predominant feature of CRB involved robust coastal 
flood risk modeling (Bosma et al., 2015).  Modeled coastal flood inundation allowed for analysis 
of impacts to people, buildings, infrastructure and the economy, such as economic loss or percent 
land area impacted, and analysis of socially vulnerable groups.  Preliminary vulnerability 
assessments in each Boston neighborhood were then refined in subsequent neighborhood-scale 
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resilience planning efforts to include preliminary resilience flood mitigation design solutions.  East 
Boston and Charlestown were implemented as the first neighborhood scale resilience planning 
project as a combined neighborhood effort in 2017.  The South Boston coastal resilience planning 
effort occurred in 2018. Planning efforts in these neighborhoods during the timeframe of this 
research included the development of evaluation frameworks by project consultant teams and the 
Steering Committee, public engagement, and the development of resilience strategies taken to a 
30% conceptual design level.  
 




This research is based on fieldwork conducted during Boston’s climate adaptation implementation 
efforts from 2016-2020, and included participant observation, semi-structured interviews, review 
of media sources, and content analysis of publicly available information, where available, for 
example conference/meeting presentations. Primary data sources include documents specific to 
CRB, including Boston’s citywide vulnerability assessment, neighborhood resilience plans in East 
Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston, and related project documents, such as project RFPs, 
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consultant proposals, and publicly available documentation of stakeholder engagement outcomes, 
such as infographics.  Secondary sources that support CRB efforts were also assessed, such as 
Imagine Boston 2030 and Resilient Boston: An Equitable and Connected City.  
 
Project infographics are common project products used to communicate community-level input 
and the lived experience of residents through online surveys and public engagement events, such 
as open houses or workshops. However, infographics reflect the interests of the people who 
actually participated and may not be representative of community demographics. Typically 
developed by a consultant team, they also may not provide a complete picture of community 
interests expressed during engagement. We therefore triangulated infographic data with other data, 
for example from interviews, to compare how community-level and social justice interests are 
recognized in project objectives and evaluation criteria published in project reports.  
 
18 semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 2019 and September 2020, 
following publication of neighborhood-scale coastal resilience plans, with representatives from 
city government, the non-profit sector, neighborhood organizations, private sector, and academia. 
Interviewees were identified through a purposive snowball sampling technique.  Interviewees were 
identified from the acknowledgements section of CRB reports, in digital media, recorded public 
informational sessions, public meeting transcripts, or recommendations by other stakeholders. To 
address the significant number of participants involved in this case, and the financial costs related 
to gathering interview data, we maintained an ongoing list of the most commonly referenced 
stakeholders by interview participants.  A numerical ranking of highest priority interview subjects, 
based on number of references by others, was used to determine who to interview next.  Highest 
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priority subjects were interviewed until new names were no longer being provided by participants 
(i.e. participant saturation was achieved).   
 
Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and coded using NVivo software. Follow-up email 
correspondence with interviewees occurred throughout the data analysis process to clarify key 
concepts. Interview transcripts were analyzed using a hybrid deductive and inductive approach.  
Voice recordings were first listened to fix inconsistencies or identify missing words. A memo was 
produced for each interview identifying key concepts or insights.  Transcripts were then coded 
deductively using the framework provided by Malloy and Ashcraft (2020).  A second series of 
memos were prepared following this second stage coding effort to identify additional emergent 
themes.  A third stage inductive coding effort occurred which led to the three primary themes 
operationalized in this paper as institutional and procedural sources injustice. Using NVivo, we 
tested for intercoder reliability for codes used for this project with two additional coders.  
Adjustment to code descriptions were made where coding inconsistencies were identified.   A 
project codebook and a sample of semi-structured interview questions are provided as 
supplemental information to this paper.  
 
Analysis  
Our assessment of the climate preparedness planning in Boston reveals the importance of 
evaluating implementation incrementally to avoid reinforcing systemic injustice.  Despite 
Boston’s explicit commitment to addressing equity as part of its climate planning and 
implementation efforts, patterns of injustice persist.  We present the case of Boston through an 
evaluation of Boston’s development of a citywide vulnerability assessment followed by three 
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neighborhood coastal resilience plans over the period of 2016 – 2019.  This section begins with a 
review of how the formation of advocacy coalitions reinforce established power structures, 
influence issue framing, and alters the implementation process.  The implications of these 
processes are discussed in Section 4.0. 
 
Committee Formation and Strategic Interactions  
 
Lack of Dedicated Just Adaptation Coalition and Resources to Support Just Adaptation 
 
Our analysis began with a focus on the coalitions that exist within the CRB policy subsystem.  We 
identify two distinct advocacy coalitions bounded by the strategic objectives of participating 
stakeholders. The first is the “adaptation coalition” represented by municipal leaders, Steering 
Committee members, and private sector consultant teams.  These actors are considered subject 
matter experts and represent powerful interests throughout the city.  This coalition is responsible 
for implementing Climate Ready Boston through a series of coordinated efforts that include 
defining policy goals and directives, establishing and hiring project teams, and conducting 
stakeholder engagement. A second coalition group, the “just adaptation” coalition, is characterized 
by stakeholders that represent neighborhood organizations, community advocacy groups, and 
project funding partners that advocate for social justice through policy implementation of CRB.  
These actors are often engaged in many issues that may not be explicitly related to climate change 
or just adaptation, for example affordable housing.     
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The demands of implementing an urban climate resilience plan in a place like Boston, requires 
coordination among many stakeholders with vary degrees of power and resources.  The resources 
necessary to carry out these include, for example, financial, time, technological, access to media 
or political leadership and influence how climate policy is implemented.   Where the adaptation 
coalition represents a highly resourced and coordinated groups of actors, the just adaptation 
coalition is less resourced and operating in a decentralized manner on a number of varying social 
service needs such as affordable housing or food access.   Under these conditions, the adaptation 
coalition is far better positioned to outcompete just adaptation coalition for limited resources. 
 
The role of project consultant teams is particularly illustrative.  While municipal leaders are 
explicitly responsible for implementing policy, there is significant reliance on technical expertise 
of consultants and industry leaders to achieve program delivery.  Many interviewees for this 
project expressed the prominent role of consultants in this process derived from long-standing 
relationships as reliable service providers within the city capable of modeling complex climate 
conditions and developing comprehensive planning documents.  Project stakeholders also 
described how consultant teams are often deferred to by municipal leaders, becoming de-facto 
decision-makers with the biggest impact on project framings and report content.  As a result,  
representatives from the just adaptation coalition indicated an overall lack of agency in the process. 
 
An example from the East Boston coastal resilience planning process demonstrates how the 
interactions between these two coalition groups can influence the implementation process.  The 
Neighborhood of Affordable Housing (NOAH) is an East Boston-based nonprofit organization 
focused on affordable housing initiatives and other related programs, including climate change 
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preparedness.  With an important reputation in East Boston and a dedication to climate 
preparedness efforts, the City of Boston included NOAH as an explicit project partner in the East 
Boston neighborhood planning process.  The East Boston RFP called for the selected consultant 
team to partner with NOAH as part of its ClimateCARE initiative to lead community engagement.  
Through the ClimateCare program, NOAH brought financial resources to this process following 
the procurement of a US$100,000 grant from the Kresge Foundation to support education and 
adaptation planning in low-income areas in East Boston.  As described by community advocates 
in East Boston however, NOAH had little to no role in the community engagement efforts beyond 
invitations to participate in engagement activities.  NOAH representatives felt excluded from 
decision making processes despite their role as a Steering Committee member in the East Boston 
project.    NOAH received no funding as part of the CRB effort and ended up holding a separate, 
community engagement effort that led to a climate preparedness planning document.  While 
NOAH is listed on the project’s steering committee and as a supporting partner, the role of NOAH 
in the project findings remains absent from the final report, thus leaving the interests of socially 
vulnerable groups underrepresented in the implementation process.   
 
Previous case studies in East Boston find that the absence of compensatory public investments in 
vulnerable poor neighborhoods exacerbates uneven levels of flood risk protection (Anguelovski et 
al 2016).  We found similar circumstances, where community advocates expressed frustration with 
a lack of dedicated funding to neighborhood organizations as part of these efforts.  While the city’s 
budget for this project was paid to consultant teams, community advocates interviewed for this 
research expressed other ways funding may have distributed to East Boston neighborhood 
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organizations that would promote the work done by the city and it’s project teams and  empower 
neighborhood groups through educational opportunities.   
 
To understand how the implementation process is influenced by project stakeholders, it is 
important to look beyond who participates, to the strategic interactions among coalition groups 
seeking to establish agency within the process.  We see the role of resources as an important factor 
in who has legitimate agency in the implementation process.   The adaptation coalition for example 
consists of highly resourced individuals or groups and therefore have power to shape the 
implementation process.  Alternatively, less resourced groups such as the just adaptation coalition 
are focused on multiple issues and often lack the technical expertise to participate in complex 
climate adaptation implementation.  As described by a key project stakeholder and just adaptation 
coalition representative:  
“I think what is a challenge for that is most of the groups that are operating in the climate 
adaptation, climate resilience space are not organizations that are particularly racially diverse, 
don't particularly have any kind of racial justice analysis or tool to understand,….. So the space 
needs more of that…... I think that's one of the challenges that we have around kind of 





Narrowing our focus from policy subsystem coalition groups, to the actors involved in the process 
revealed additional insight into how a reliance on technical expertise reinforces power imbalances 
to the detriment of vulnerable groups.  The formation of committees to support decision-making 
and implementation is common in complex planning projects.  Two examples from CRB are 
illustrative.   
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To support complex decision-making related to the development of Boston’s vulnerability 
assessment and subsequent neighborhood coastal resilience plans, the City established a group of 
representatives, referred to as the Steering Committee.  Steering Committee membership included 
representatives from key institutions, organizations, and influential actors throughout the region.  
Table 3 depicts the composition of Steering committee members as provided in the 
acknowledgements section of published CRB reports.  Committee membership for each adaptation 
initiative is listed by affiliation. 
 
Table 3.2 – List of Steering Committee Organizations 
Climate Ready Boston Vulnerability Assessment 
City of Boston – Environment Department Green Ribbon Commission 
Boston Planning and Development Agency MA Office of Coastal Zone Management 
East Boston and Charlestown Resilience Plan 
Boston Environment Department Boston Planning and Development Agency 
Boston Parks and Recreation Department Boston Public Works Department 
Boston Transportation Department Imagine Boston 2030 
Mayor’s Office of Neighborhood Services Mayor’s Office of Resilience and Racial 
Equity 
Boston Water and Sewer Commission MA Office of Coastal Zone Management 
Massachusetts Department of Transportation Massachusetts Port Authority 
City of Cambridge City of Somerville 
Green Ribbon Commission UMass Boston School of the Environment 
Neighborhood of Affordable Housing   
South Boston Resilience Plan 
City of Boston – Environment Department Boston Planning and Development Agency 
MA Office of Coastal Zone Management Boston Green Ribbon Commission 
 
 
Climate Ready Boston Steering Committees had significant influence in project decision-making. 
The Steering Committee was responsible for directing important project aspects such as 
coordinating stakeholder involvement, establishing project framings, and defining evaluation 
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criteria frameworks.  A reference to the South Boston project RFP describes the significance of 
the Steering Committee in CRB implementation:  “the project will be under the direction of the 
Steering Committee”, and “the consultant team should vet identified options with the Steering 
Committee and interviewed stakeholders before proceeding to community engagement” (SB RFP).     
 
CRB Steering Committee members are generally characterized by a small group of individuals 
with many of the same actors participating in each project.  The absence of broader representation 
of important decision-making groups such as the Steering Committee was a common refrain 
among interviewees for this project.  One Steering Committee member for example acknowledged 
this as a limitation to more inclusive decision-making, but instead advocated for the allocation of 
financial resources to coalition actors representing equity-based interests such as just adaptation.   
 
A second example of strategic interactions relative to committee formations is related to the 
interdependent nature of infrastructure systems in Boston.   As noted in the city’s vulnerability 
assessment, Boston lacks “direct control over all of the infrastructure that serves its population and 
economy, relying partially on regional systems”.  To address this complexity, an Infrastructure 
Advisory Group (IAG) was created as an important strategic initiative as part of the vulnerability 
assessment process that included representatives from the water, sewer, transportation, energy, and 
telecommunication sectors. (COB, 2016 VA p. 118).  A key recommendation from the Boston’s 
vulnerability planning efforts was to develop an Infrastructure Coordination Committee (ICC) as 
an extension of the Infrastructure Advisory Group (IAG).  
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The CRB directive to coordinate on infrastructure charged the ICC with 4 duties that include 1) 
developing design standards based on established climate projections, 2) collaborative planning 
efforts across infrastructure system providers, 3) development of adaptation plans in accordance 
with design standards, and 4)  regular reporting to the City to ensure consistency with regional 
efforts.  Notably, initiatives 2 and 3 call for explicit considerations of equity marked by 
“opportunity to advance equity and protect socially vulnerable populations.  The city should 
charge ICC members with paying particular attention to vulnerable populations who may be 
disproportionately impacted by full or partial infrastructure failure”.    Despite this explicit 
directive to establish the ICC as a mechanism to inform neighborhood scale resilience planning 
and the commitment to advance equity and protect socially vulnerable populations, this group was 
never established, despite the progress toward neighborhood resilience planning.  Communication 
with the Environment Department at the City of Boston revealed that the ICC has not yet been 
formed because a framework has not yet been established.  While the city still intends to form the 
ICC to support future implementation phases of CRB, this was a missed opportunity to address 
key concerns identified by city residents such as access to transportation and communication 
networks early in project planning and implementation efforts.  This commitment to address social 
vulnerability through the planning efforts of the ICC had incredible potential to place equity at the 
center of important citywide public service and utility resilience initiatives.  Although the city 
maintained its focus on social vulnerability throughout its vulnerability and resilience planning 
efforts (VA, Neighborhood Plan, RFP) there was an important missed opportunity to legitimize its 




Framings of Problems and Solutions 
 
Technocratic Framing Led to Lack of Recognition 
 
Boston’s climate 2016 climate vulnerability assessment process involved limited community 
engagement relying upon concurrent city master planning and racial equity planning initiatives 
(COB, 2017a and COB, 2017b).  Imagine Boston 2030 and Resilient Boston both conducted robust 
community engagement that CRB drew upon to support the development of the assessment.  While 
some project stakeholders agreed that there wasn’t enough planning coordination across these 
planning efforts, data sharing did occur to produce final planning documents.     
 
As the city shifted its focus from vulnerability assessment to the transition to neighborhood 
resilience planning in East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston, a dedicated commitment to 
conducting stakeholder engagement was explicit.  As described within the East Boston and 
Charlestown RFP :  “These coastal resilience strategies should be rooted in principles of adaptive 
design over time, nature-based storm damage protection techniques, community resilience, and 
coastal restoration and will be developed through a more extensive community engagement 
process to ensure the project addresses neighborhood needs and improves resiliency for multiple 
stakeholders………..In particular, public engagement will aim to expand potential project co-
benefits to issues such as equity, reduced social vulnerability, enhanced waterfront access, and 
economic development in areas directly flooded as well as those areas more indirectly impacted 
(such as by cascading impacts).” (COB, 2016b)   
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This RFP language demonstrates the city’s commitment to equity by supporting a process that 
requires a substantive process rooted in concepts of procedural justice and recognition and include 
considerations of social vulnerability such as the cultural or symbolic value of what is being 
affected (Adger, 2016). Our analysis found that project framings diminished transformational 
outcomes.   
 
Decision to Lump First Neighborhoods into a single plan 
 
The first neighborhood resilience plan conducted by the city was in East Boston and Charlestown.  
This RFP, issued two months prior to the publication of Boston’s vulnerability assessment, 
demonstrates the city’s efforts to advance its resilience planning efforts.  Boston’s decision to first 
develop a single neighborhood scale resilience plan was intended to “advance the development of 
interventions at two critical coastal flood pathways for the city”. While this decision was a logical 
first step in Boston’s efforts to implement CRB because these locations “ are currently at risk 
from 1% annual chance of flooding, have high concentrations of vulnerable residents and critical 
infrastructure, and are affected by relatively narrow and well-defined flood pathways” (COB, 
2017d; COB 2016b), the decision to combine these neighborhoods into a single project across two 
communities that share similar climate risk but vary greatly relative to social demographics, 
illustrates how well intended decision-points in the implementation process can lead to injustice 
for socially vulnerable groups. 
 
A review of East Boston and Charlestown public engagement open house data, communicated 
through project infographics, identify key concerns for residents that include affordable housing, 
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gentrification, racial segregation, access to public transportation and waterfront protections.     
Comparing this information to the final project report in East Boston and Charlestown we see a 
focus on project solutions to the detriment of the key sources of vulnerability within these 
communities.  Community Engagement feedback, which is intended to inform design 
considerations, for each community was “lumped” treating these two very different neighborhoods 
as a one-dimensional community.     
 
The proposed design solutions in East Boston and Charlestown provided in the final project report 
were acknowledged by most people interviewed for this project as addressing a pre-defined source 
of flooding in these neighborhoods, but were criticized by many that the approach failed to  
recognize the key sources of vulnerability within these communities.  The proposed design 
solution in East Boston for example, which is a deployable flood wall, was a missed opportunity 
to bring broader awareness and education to the community of the important climate adaptation 
work the city is conducting, while the Charlestown coastal resilience solution was deemed 
inadequate by residents who indicated that the focus on raising a Charlestown roadway along a 
defined flood pathway, a state transportation project that has been in queue for over a decade failed 
to address the risk of persistent risks related to sea level rise and rising tides in residential 







Purpose of Public Engagement/Outreach 
 
Community engagement is a common aspect of climate adaptation planning and is generally used 
as a mechanism to promote equitable project outcomes.  There are many ways to approach public 
engagement through open houses or public listening sessions.  Oftentimes however these efforts 
are criticized as checking a box to achieve public contract requirements for community 
engagement.  While this research wasn’t focused explicitly on how public engagement occurred, 
it was important to collect data from engagement for comparison against stated project goals in 
project RFP’s for example and final project reports.  Community engagement infographics are a 
common way to communicate data gathered at community meetings, open house, workshops and 
public event forums and was a predominant data source in this study.   
 
CRB project stakeholders from the city and project consultant teams held multiple open house 
engagement forums in East Boston, Charlestown and South Boston throughout resilience planning 
efforts.  These events typically involved the presentation of proposed coastal resilience design 
solutions to the public.  Surveys and interactive voting also occurred to solicit feedback on 
preferred site amenities and evaluation criteria.  Data collected from these engagement methods 
were compiled into engagement infographics.  Infographics were not included within final project 
reports but are publicly available on the city of Boston CRB website.  Data from the infographics 
was used in final neighborhood project reports.     
 
A review and comparison of desired project goals and outcomes against engagement infographics 
reveals two key sources of procedural injustice.  First, we found that despite the stated objective 
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by the city in project RFP’s that engagement shall inform coastal resilience design solutions, the 
solutions were pre-determined and had little to no influence in the preferred solutions as defined 
by the lived experience of neighborhood residents and produced narrow conceptualizations of 
adaptation.  Key considerations of open house participants were acknowledged in infographics and 
final reports, but it’s unclear of the substantive connection to project design, resilience plan, 
outcomes.  Community stakeholders acknowledge there was a missed opportunity to draw upon 
local organizations to educate the community.  
 
Table 3.3 – Summary of Community Engagement Strategies 





No Significant Engagement Drew upon Imagine Boston 








East Boston Community Workshop 
(5/23/2017) 
East Boston Open House (7/13/2017) 
Charlestown Open House (7/20/2017) 
Project team presentations 
Collect demographic 
information and open ended 
feedback of interests and 
priorities 
Push-pin exercises 
Ranking of concerns and 
priorities 





Online Survey (9/28/2017 – 12/31/2017)  
Open House 1 (12/11/2017) 
Open House 2 (3/6/2018) 
 
Project team presentations 
Collect demographic 
information and open ended 
feedback of interests and 
priorities 
Push-pin exercises 
Ranking of concerns and 
priorities 
Tabling (i.e. attendance) at 






Second, while evidence of a commitment to the goals of equity and addressing the needs of socially 
vulnerable groups throughout the city is explicit within project documentation such as RFP’s and 
media announcements, the framing of public engagement as an exercise in outreach and public 
education rather than engagement failed to meet the objectives that public participation as a 
mechanism to inform project outcomes.  Project consultants for example, identified that public 
education was among the most valuable outcomes of the engagement process, which represents a 
deviation from the stated goals of the city which intended for engagement to inform project design. 
This framing of public engagement as an exercise in education has benefits because it promotes a 
common understanding of problems and solutions through literacy and co-learning but limits the 
overall opportunity to develop substantive climate resilient solutions for socially vulnerable groups 
because conditions for building trust or reciprocal communications are never established.  As 
described by community advocates in East Boston, when community engagement occurs as a form 
of outreach or education, instead of as two-way dialogue, there are very few, if any, examples of 
where communicated input have directly changed the subsequent process or outcomes. 
 
Evaluation Criteria: A Focus on Effectiveness and Feasibility:  
 
Feasibility analysis, which include measures of effectiveness, is a common approach in planning 
and engineering disciplines to assess the viability of a land use development project.  Our goal of 
understanding incremental implementation of CRB required that our analysis focus on how 
feedback from participants (i.e. community engagement) were applied to proposed design 
solutions as described in final project reports (i.e. project outcomes).    In the earliest stages of 
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CRB, Boston established a commitment to address the lived experience of city residents with the 
practical requirements to implement complex coastal resilience strategies.  As described in the 
vulnerability assessment RFP, CRB sought “to prioritize initiatives that weigh stakeholder input, 
feasibility, scalability, adaptability, demonstrated effectiveness, climate mitigation contributions, 
co-benefits (e.g. job creation, green space, regional impacts, etc), resilience and other factors” 
(COB, 2016b).  As the city advanced its resilience efforts to neighborhood scale resilience plans, 
its commitment to equity and social vulnerability remained an explicit guideline in its vulnerability 
assessment, calling for the development of a “consistent evaluation framework guided by local 
priorities that consistently quantify the social, environmental, and economic benefits of proposed 
resilience initiatives with particular attention to social equity and the needs of socially vulnerable 
populations” (COB, 2016b p. 106).   
 
This framework was developed by the city, Steering Committee and the project consultant team 
as part of the first neighborhood scale resilience planning effort in East Boston and Charlestown. 
Framework evaluation criteria included the following criteria: effectiveness, feasibility, design life 
and adaptability, environmental benefits, social impact, equity, and value creation, and were to be 
used to help “guide and rank proposed climate resilience strategies” (COB, 2016a).  The emphasis 
on effectiveness and feasibility in this framework was apparent however as summarized by a key 
project decision-maker with the City of Boston: 
The purpose of developing a consistent evaluation criteria was to serve more as a guiding 
principal, to better understand who is going to be affected by flood hazards and how to prioritize 
projects to protect the city, and less of a framework or evaluation tool to make strong decisions 
such as issues surrounding green gentrification, housing, or ownership of vulnerable spaces. 
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Feasibility and effectiveness design criteria were explicitly emphasized within project RFP’s.  As 
defined within CRB documentation, effectiveness is measured as maximum level of protection 
from coastal storm events, reduction in flood extents, avoided damage and loss, residents 
protected, and critical assets protected, while feasibility is defined as stakeholder acceptance, 
constructability, permitting, affordability: cost of construction and maintenance, and replicability.   
Our analysis of effectiveness and feasibility reveal that despite good intent, the decision to weight 
the criteria over other issue areas such as equity, social impact, or environmental benefit 
diminished the considerations of socially vulnerable groups and undermined the role of the 
engagement efforts carried out for these projects. 
 
The project team including municipal stakeholders and consultant teams then took these concepts 
to community open houses as part of neighborhood scale engagement efforts.  The project team 
then asked open house participants to rate their most important evaluation criteria with the stated 
intent to inform project design.  Engagement participants were also asked to provide feedback 
through open ended questions or voting activities regarding their lived experience.  In East Boston 
and Charlestown “residents chose effectiveness as their most important category to consider in the 
evaluation followed by design life, environmental impact, and social impact” (COB, 2017c).  
Similar language was used in the South Boston resilience plan, which lists effectiveness, 
environmental impacts, design life, and feasibility as the most important criteria according to 
residents.  Table 4.4 below provides a comparison of preferred evaluation criteria and community 
feedback relative to lived experience provided by community engagement participants in the East 
Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston neighborhood-scale resilience planning efforts.  While 
slight differences in the lived experience across neighborhoods exists, the same general categories 
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of needs are apparent, including, flood protection, affordable housing, access to transportation, 
access to open space and the waterfront.   
 
Table 3.4 - Comparison of Community Feedback and Evaluation Criteria 








Mobility – safe and reliable transportation 
system 
Affordability – affordable housing and access to 
jobs 













Protection of Industrial Areas 
Water Dependent Businesses 
Open Space 
*Equity ranked third most important evaluation criteria in South Boston but was not identified 
as such in final project reports 
 
A review of online survey results, community engagement infographics, and final project reports 
indicate that community interests and prioritized evaluation criteria are accurately reflected in final 
project reports, except for one example relative to the evaluation criteria ranking of equity in South 
Boston.   These similarities across these measures of evaluation criteria however suggest a flawed 
engagement approach that failed to identify substantive sources of vulnerability including cultural 
differences between communities.   Additionally, the use of evaluation criteria which emphasize 
feasibility and effectiveness and community feedback (i.e. needs/lived experience of the 
community) are fundamentally different tools for decision-making, especially when project design 
concepts have already been established by the project team.   
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As described by numerous stakeholders interviewed for this project, the proposed flood protection 
measures developed for the project such as elevated roadways and temporary deployable flood 
walls may increase the flood protection for these neighborhoods relative to measures of 
effectiveness and feasibility, but fail to acknowledge community interests and lived experience 
such as access to jobs or open space.  The example of the East Boston deployable flood barrier is 
illustrative relative to the framing of evaluation criteria of effectiveness and feasibility to the 
detriment of social vulnerability.  As described by a key project stakeholder from the city, this 
“shovel ready” project fit the criteria of feasibility and effectiveness and a cost effective and 
immediate measure to “protect everyone equally”.  East Boston neighborhood residents and 
community advocates however described this solution as a missed opportunity to simultaneously 
educate the community of ongoing climate resilience efforts in the city and address the lived 




A review of the first three years of the implementation of Climate Ready Boston suggests while 
explicit commitments to social justice and equity persist, implementation decision-points alter the 
conditions that reinforce unjust outcomes for socially vulnerable groups.  Our analysis revealed 
three interrelated procedural features that led to injustice.  First, we find how coalition groups 
organize shapes who participates and who maintains power at the decision-making table.  Second, 
we find that who, and how, problem issues and solutions are framed, influences just adaptation 
outcomes.  Finally, we find that evaluation criteria dominated by traditional measures such as 
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feasibility or effectiveness allow the lived experience of socially vulnerable groups diminishes the 
role of public engagement to shape project outcomes.    
 
Without attention to these incremental decision points, we risk mainstreaming traditional planning 
processes to the detriment of society’s most vulnerable people (Uittenbroek et al., 2013).  The 
remainder of this section is devoted to articulating these concepts through a theoretical and 
practical perspective derived from the framework developed by Malloy & Ashcraft (2020). The 
examples of implementation provided throughout this article, illuminate the need to recognize 
systemic sources of injustice in the implementation of climate adaptation.   
   
Just Adaptation Coalition Building  
 
Actors operating within a policy subsystem directly influence the implementation process and 
strategically organize to form coalitions to establish agency and achieve policy goals.  We see this 
in Boston’s climate adaptation efforts where two distinct coalitions exist organized around the just 
adaptation policy subsystem.  The first is the adaptation coalition characterized by highly 
resourced actors that tend to be well-financed, have scientific or technical expertise, and have 
access to political leadership.  Alternatively, the just adaptation coalition tends to operate in a 
decentralized manner with less resources and a greater commitment to issues beyond climate 
adaptation.  Efforts were made by the City to ensure decision-making was inclusive within this 
policy subsystem through explicit commitments to community engagement, the naming of 
community organizations to decision-making groups, and the intent of tasking an important 
infrastructure committee with considerations of equity as dominant feature for decision-making.  
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Despite these efforts, we see the institutionalized structure of decision-making can inadvertently 
lead to injustice in project outcomes.    
 
Conditions for injustice are shown to perpetuate through historical patterns of injustice.  The 
pervasive marginalization of East Boston residents for example, through decades of economic 
stagnation and development pressures related to Logan Airport, has caused community groups and 
its representatives, to diversify their organizational objectives to address a broad range of persistent 
needs within the community.  Needs such as affordable housing or reliable transportation compete 
with more abstract issues related to climate impacts such as future flood events.  Climate adaptation 
therefore becomes a subset of these stakeholder goals, limiting these stakeholders’ ability to 
establish agency in the process and influence project outcomes.  To promote equitable outcomes, 
an acknowledgement of the limitations by stakeholders such as community organizations must 
occur, and distribution of resources should be allocated to these groups to support just adaptation 
and garner trust within the community.   
 
The legitimacy of these efforts is related to trust and the notion of expertise in the process.  A 
reliance on technical expertise such as modeling or cost-benefit analysis is necessary in complex 
adaptation processes, but it cannot diminish the value provided by actors that represent the lived 
experience of city residents. While consultants are subject matter experts, they are also criticized 
by just adaptation coalition stakeholders as untrustworthy, particularly in a place like Boston where 
there is a history of marginalized groups being dominated by powerful stakeholders (Eriksen et 
al., 2015).  When stakeholders with specialized expertise act as representatives of vulnerable 
groups throughout decision-making processes, the stated needs by community residents or their 
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representatives may be lost in the process risking the legitimacy of these processes (Jasanoff, 2018; 
Few et al, 2007). Similarly, the legitimacy of consultant teams is derived from their subject matter 
technical expertise and as a paid project representative through municipal contracts.  Consultant 
teams therefore receive preferential agency in the process delegitimizing the outcomes from the 
perspective of less resourced actors (Tschakert, et al, 2013; Fung, 2006). The failure to focus 
structural conditions of inequality such as poverty or exclusion conceals sources of inequity and 
allows vulnerability to persist under the guise of socially just climate adaptation, and distracts from 
building adaptive capacities (Agyeman, 2013; Bulkeley et al., 2013).   
 
A lack of representation by socially vulnerable groups on decision-making committees also 
represents a missed opportunity to promote justice.  The adaptation coalition that consists of 
bureaucrats, technical consultants, and elite committee representatives approach adaptation as a 
top-down process where a project is defined and framed and then taken to the public for feedback.  
Alternatively, members of the just adaptation coalition emphasize that this process should be 
flipped where community stakeholders should be central to the decision-making and framing 
process from the beginning.  This mainstreamed approach to policy implementation fails to 
establish the capabilities necessary to enhance individual and community functions and values in 
climate adaptation.  A focus on coalition dynamics highlights how a reliance on “building upon 
existing planning models may be indicative of structural constraints for redistribution of resources 
or to tackle new multi-scalar challenges such as climate change” (Chu, et al. 2017 p. 384). 
 
Despite efforts by powerful stakeholders such as the city, Steering Committee, or project 
consultant teams to address the “procedural dimensions of planning, including approaches to 
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facilitate coherent policy framings, targeted actor coalitions, and opportunities for collaboration 
these examples provide yet another example of how strategic interventions are unable to further 
the overall equity and inclusiveness of adaptation actions relative to competing interests” (Chu et 
al. 2017).  
 
Framing Just Adaptation 
 
In exploring the interventions in East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston an incremental basis, 
the relationship of early decision-points and project outcomes is revealed.  The decision to 
implement first projects in East Boston and Charlestown is an example of how technocratic 
approaches to adaptation remain prominent to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups rooted 
in a lack of representation and agency.  A project framing based on flood pathways led to a pre-
determined outcome focused on flood mitigation design rather than procedural inclusion that 
informed project decisions and a recognition of the sources of injustice within the representative 
communities.  This framing of coastal flood mitigation was an outcome of the coalition dynamics 
of the actors involved in these efforts, where the collective financial, leadership, authority, and 
technical resources of municipal stakeholders, project consultant teams, and Steering Committee 
members were distributed across this coalition through coordinated efforts and organized 
interactions.  As a result, technocratic leaders dominate the discussion, trapping decision-making 
in a science and policy focused framing to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups. This 
approach to decision-making represents an implementation process characterized by 
mainstreaming that tend to reinforce dominant coalition dynamics that favor elite interests and 
exacerbates power inequalities. 
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The framings of public engagement in each of the case study neighborhoods is illustrative.  CRB 
public engagement efforts utilized public participation approaches such as surveys and posters in 
one-way communication open house formats to communicate project goals and solicit feedback 
from the community.  While this “thin” type of civic participation has value, an alternative “thick” 
type of engagement providing opportunity for discussion and deliberation through study circles, 
focus groups, and interviews may have been more effective (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015).  Thin 
approaches to engagement has value, but struggles to engage under-represented groups, garner 
public trust, and shape organizational goals (Agyman, 2013).  The decision to frame these 
engagement events as an open house diminished the opportunity to achieve the stated engagement 
goals of the project RFP.  Instead, an emphasis was placed on educating the public rather than 
using engagement with the public to inform project outcomes or proposed flood mitigation 
solutions thereby differentiating this chosen engagement method from other, possibly more 
effective, communication strategies (Rowe and Frewer, 2000). 
 
A review of project timelines, community engagement dates, and report publication dates, 
indicates that preliminary design of coastal resilience solutions based on known areas of flood 
vulnerability occurred prior to engagement and was therefore not informed by community 
engagement.  This lineage failed to meet the city’s intent for engagement to inform the design of 
coastal resilience flood solutions.    The manner by which public engagement occurred, framed as 
educational opportunities through open houses, failed to meet the city’s goals to conduct 
engagement as opposed to outreach.   
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Mainstreaming Adaptation Through Effectiveness and Feasibility 
 
Framings of effectiveness and feasibility were found to dominate project decision-making, leading 
to outcomes that fail to recognize systemic sources of vulnerability, notably the lived experience 
of the community.  This example provides another example of how well-intentioned efforts to 
incorporate equity into decision-making can inadvertently lead to conditions where justice falls 
from the policy implementation.  Boston’s ongoing commitment to incorporate equity into 
neighborhood scale flood mitigation design criteria was overshadowed by traditional, 
mainstreamed, planning criteria focused on effectiveness and feasibility.  The city’s emphasis on 
these criteria dominated project decision making and established the basis required by consultant 
teams and the Steering Committee when developing an evaluation criteria framework.   
 
This decision to focus on feasibility and effectiveness was intended to support the development of 
district-scale flood mitigation strategies and establish a consistent evaluation framework through 
neighborhood scale implementation efforts, it also pre-defined, and fundamentally shifted, the 
planning focus away from the needs and lived experience of the community.  While in practice, 
the use of a consistent evaluation framework may help to reconcile the too-many variables problem 
common in policy implementation (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984), evidence from the city of 
Boston suggests this approach has failed to address the key concerns – lived experience - of the 
community. 
 
The framing of effectiveness and feasibility establishes dominant criteria for easily measured 
project outcomes such as land area protected/reduction in flood extent, number of residents 
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protected, or critical assets protected.  This focus however, failed to account for the daily lived 
experience identified by Boston residents such as chronic water damage in basements, lack of 
access to the waterfront, transportation needs, reliable childcare, lack of green space, 
gentrification, and affordable housing (Adger, 2005). These demands, in addition to an 
acknowledgement of longstanding social injustice in East Boston relative to large scale 
infrastructure projects such as the airport or mixed-use waterfront development increase distrust 
of local government to improve conditions for local residents. 
 
An evaluation criteria developed by the city and consultants is a rational, top-down approach to 
policy implementation.  This top-down approach to decision-making fails to acknowledge that 
people are already dealing with issues unrelated to climate change and diminished the ability of a 
climate change planning process to ensure those decisions will reduce the existing burden – or 
lived experience - on communities.  A framing of feasibility replaces the hard work necessary to 
engage with groups in a manner that influences project design in favor of solutions that draw upon 
metrics such as number of buildings protected.  While these technocratic measures of feasibility 
and effectiveness provide useful information, and of course should be considered when evaluating 
flood protection measures, other more innovative measures of social vulnerability were less 
represented or absent altogether from project outcomes.  “A reliance on building upon existing 
planning models may be indicative of structural constraints for redistribution of resources or to 





Reframing Just Adaptation 
 
This article establishes the basis for how to carry out a critical analysis of climate policy through 
incremental implementation.  Through this review of incremental implementation of CRB we find 
that explicit commitments to equity are not enough to produce socially just outcomes.  Rather, we 
contend, producing just outcomes requires institutionalization of new norms related to the 
importance and value of recognizing considerations of justice throughout all phases of policy 
implementation  The purpose of this article is to demonstrate that despite well-intentioned efforts 
to produce equitable outcomes, the complexity of policy implementation requires a persistent focus 
on outcomes, which we argue must be considered on an incremental basis.     
 
Cities throughout the world face significant challenges related to implementing climate adaptation 
policy in response to increasingly disruptive climate impacts. Using the case of Boston, 
Massachusetts, we may generalize similar challenges faced by other large-scale urban planning 
projects in response to climate change.  It is easy to consider for example that stakeholders 
involved in large scale adaptation projects will organize into coalitions to gain or maintain agency 
and shape policy implementation.  These actors, particularly those with power in the form of 
technical, financial, or political resources will frame problems and solutions to support their goals 
of achieving desired outcomes.  These processes dominated by technocratic expertise will 
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CHAPTER 4 - Implementing Just Adaptation: A Typology and Recommendations for 
Research and Practice 
 
Jeffrey T. Malloy 
 
Contributors: Catherine M. Ashcraft, Semra Aytur, Paul Kirshen, Shannon Rogers, Thomas G. 
Safford 
 
There is an urgent need to better understand how socially just climate adaptation policy 
implementation occurs in practice.  While considerations of social justice are increasingly 
incorporated into climate adaptation efforts, a lack of a clear metric to evaluate justice outcomes 
is a barrier to achieving transformational adaptation.  We present a typology that fills an important 
gap in adaptation literature by providing a clear metric for evaluating the dimensions of justice in 
the implementation of climate adaptation policy with an explicit focus on incremental evaluations 
of justice.  We argue, for justice to occur, the strategic interactions among stakeholders involved 
in climate adaptation must establish conditions to promote power and agency that improves the 
capabilities of groups vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Through an analysis of ongoing 
climate adaptation policy in Massachusetts, USA, we find varying degrees of justice across policy 
implementation, but significant opportunity to promote socially just climate adaptation through 
incremental assessment.  This typology has been intentionally developed for use by researchers’ 




Efforts by the Biden-Harris administration to mitigate the effects of climate change represent a 
profound shift in US efforts to combat climate change.  The administrations’ policy goals are 
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ambitious and communicate global leadership dedicated to the existential crisis posed by climate 
change (The White House, 2021).  Biden’s explicit commitment to incorporate racial justice and 
equity into climate policy is a significant departure from past administrations and presents an 
opportunity to advance longstanding social inequities.  Less prominent in Biden’s climate policy 
agenda, however, is a clear focus on climate adaptation leadership (Flavelle, 2021).  The absence 
of an adaptation policy, with well-defined and measurable goals through the lens of equity, places 
the administration at risk of accountability and legitimacy relative to its stated ambitions.   
 
Calls for a robust climate adaptation policy rooted in principles of justice occurred the day 
following the inauguration of President Biden (Shi & Woodruff, 2020).  In the face of profound 
and overlapping societal pressures such as systemic racism, the covid-19 public health crisis, and 
political volatility, the urgency to advance a climate policy agenda rooted in equity cannot be 
understated.  A robust federal climate adaptation policy must acknowledge the limitations of our 
existing governance systems and recognize the impacts of climate change are already being felt by 
societies most vulnerable.  Climate adaptation, however, remains fundamentally a local issue 
(Woodruff & Stults, 2016) often in conflict with other – more common - municipal efforts intended 
to address societal stressors such as poverty, affordable housing, food insecurity, transportation, 
and public health – among others (Uittenbroek et al., 2013).   
 
Nearly two decades of research dedicated to climate adaptation established needs and priorities for 
successful implementation of adaptation policy (IPCC; Moser & Boykoff, 2013).  A shift from 
planning to implementation in empirical and applied contexts presents new challenges related to a 
lack of understanding of how these processes occur in practice.  An emerging focus on equity in 
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these processes present particularly challenging issues for researchers and practitioners in periods 
of fiscal austerity where funding for adaptation is contingent on a municipal tax base (Shi, 2020), 
a lack of local and regional leadership on adaptation issues persists (Shi et al., 2015; Hamin et al., 
2014), and mainstreamed processes dominate (Uittenbroek et al., 2013).  Technological and data-
driven approaches to urban adaptation governance, is also found to reinforce inequitable outcomes 
and access to specialized knowledge disadvantages less resourced groups (Hughes et al., 2020; 
Eriksen et al., 2015). 
 
Considerations of justice and equity in the implementation of climate adaptation brings about 
important questions related to what justice looks like as part of these efforts and how outcomes are 
measured?  An abundance of literature is dedicated to why equity is important in climate adaptation 
efforts (Adger, 2016) and practitioner resources have been developed to provide guidance how to 
carry out equitable adaptation (MVP, 202; GCCa, 2021; GCCb, 2021; NEA, 2021). Lacking from 
these guidance documents, however, is a clear metric for how these to measure justice in climate 
adaptation policy implementation.  Examples from urban governance scholarship focused on 
adaptation policy implementation and the food, energy, and water nexus place justice and equity 
within the context of broader evaluation criteria,  (Olazabal et al., 2019; Schlör et al., 2017), 
however there remains an absence of a metric exclusively placing justice as the predominant 
criteria for analysis.   Without such an evaluation tool, there is a risk that goals of equality, equity, 
resilience, justice, or transformation, for example become rhetorical and subject to dominance 
from other mainstreamed development pressures to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups.   
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This paper is intended to support researchers and practitioners as they consider the dimensions of 
justice in climate adaptation policy implementation across empirical or applied settings.  The 
typology presented fills an important gap in adaptation literature by providing a clear metric for 
evaluating the dimensions of justice in the implementation of climate adaptation policy with an 
explicit focus on incremental evaluations of justice.  A researcher applying this typology to a case 
study for example is afforded flexibility to consider numerous disciplinary perspectives.  For the 
practitioner, this typology may be used as an incremental benchmark when evaluating progress of 
adaptation initiatives.  The section that follows provides the theoretical basis for this typology.  
The next section presents our typology with examples from Massachusetts, USA.  We then provide 
a series of recommendations we consider important to shift adaptation efforts closer to conditions 
of just adaptation.   
 
Barriers to Transformational Adaptation 
 
An emerging area of research is focused on the implementation of just adaptation climate 
governance.  Evidence suggests the construction of vulnerability through framings of equitable 
adaptation conceals substantive sources of inequity, allowing vulnerability to persist under the 
guise of socially just climate adaptation (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020).  To proceed with climate 
adaptation through the lens of equity, there is a risk of missing an opportunity to treat climate 
adaptation as a social institution capable of transformation.  Rather, we argue that transformational 
climate adaptation requires an explicit framing of justice conceptualized by the strategic 
interactions that occur among decision-makers and the dynamics of power and agency that are 
realized through these processes.  
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Transformation is an ongoing process and we therefore argue for implementation of climate policy 
be evaluated on an incremental basis to avoid the risk of reinforcing systemic sources of 
vulnerability to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020).  While 
limited attention and guidance exists for how to assess just adaptation policy implementation, the 
ubiquitous nature of climate adaptation is ripe for profound policy innovation and substantive 
outcomes relative to justice.  Through incremental assessments of adaptation policy 
implementation combined with innovative communication strategies we may reconcile the conflict 
related to the goals of socially just climate adaptation and the necessity to mainstream these 
processes as part of broader policy goals such as public health, housing, water, energy, or 
transportation (Forman, 2020).   
 
The conditions that shape climate adaptation policy implementation suggest mainstreaming, the 
role of powerful stakeholders, and technocratic decision-making persists to the detriment of 
socially vulnerable groups (Malloy et al., 2021).  Mainstreamed development, most simply 
characterized as the integration of climate adaptation policies and measures into sectoral planning 
implementation is often seen as “business as usual”, exacerbating inequality and reinforcing 
systems that favor some groups over others (Uittenbroek et al., 2013).  In practice mainstreaming 
presents opportunity to draw upon institutional capacity to support capacity building through 
efficient use of financial and political resources (Smit & Wandel, 2006). The barriers to 
mainstreaming, dominated by complex interdependencies across public service sectors, are well 
established in the literature and the goals of adaptation and other dedicated policy domains remain 
in conflict (Uittenbroek et al., 2013).  Urban policy goals such as affordable housing, reliable 
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transportation, redundant energy systems, and clean drinking water compete with more abstract 
issues related to climate change impacts such as urban heat island or flooding. This is particularly 
true in urban environments where longstanding conditions of multi-scalar governance, economic 
stagnation, land use development pressures, historical patterns of injustice, and gentrification 
persist (Anguelovski et al., 2019; Anguelovski et al., 2016; Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005).  Similarly, 
conflicting visions of environmental sustainability in mainstreamed urban land use development 
is dominated by neoliberal framings of environmentalism to the detriment of more just framings 
of environmentalism focused on conceptualizing the environment as an issue of social justice 
(Tretter, 2013).  Collectively, these conditions present significant barriers for achieving just 
adaptation outcomes and is found to risk the legitimacy of these efforts and reinforce systemic 
vulnerability (Uittenbroek et al., 2013; Adger et al., 2005).   
 
Powerful stakeholders are typically individuals or groups with disproportionate access to resources 
such as finances or political leadership.  Sources of power for stakeholders involved in complex 
governance systems apply authoritative, pragmatic, and framing approaches to shape the political 
narrative and influence policy implementation (Morrison et al., 2019).   Public sector interventions 
to address climate risk are particularly susceptible to influence from resourced actors that have 
greater capacity to bias decision-making to their benefit (Eriksen et al., 2015; Ribot, 2010).  To 
maintain policy influence, powerful actors operating within a policy subsystem, strategically 
organize with other resourced stakeholders, establishing patterns of elite cooptation of adaptation 
policy that align more closely with economic or engineering traditions as opposed to framings of 
socio-environmental movements (Kotsila et al., 2020).  By drawing upon specialized knowledge 
or expertise, coalitions of technical experts from the public sector, private sector, non-
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governmental organizations, or academia, design rules, shape implementation, and apply 
technocratic framings of vulnerability that focus on risk or hazard management.  This framing 
treats people as vulnerable to hazards rather than the systemic sources of vulnerability that serve 
as the root cause of their vulnerability (Ribot, 2010).   
 
Alternatively, less resourced parties such as neighborhood groups or civil service organizations 
participating in climate policy implementation, are often constrained by a lack of financial, 
technological, or political resources.  These groups are often committed to addressing broad 
societal issues such as affordable housing or job creation, where the goals of just adaptation operate 
within the periphery of decision-making.  Unlike the framings of hazard reduction established by 
well-resourced stakeholders, these groups operate within a social constructivist archetype of 
vulnerability which seeks to address systemic causes of vulnerability, treating climate events and 
trends as external phenomena (Ribot, 2010).  Although these groups may actively participate in 
the implementation process, and bring perspectives of the lived experience of vulnerable people, 
groups or communities, considerations of lived experience are secondary in project outcomes 
(Malloy et al. 2021).  These groups often rely on the technical resources developed by technical 
experts such as climate modeling or mapping to support their needs but are limited to users of the 
product rather than participants in the development of the product (MA Interview).  Conditions 
where powerful stakeholders hold resources, technical expertise and the capacity to frame problem 
issues and solutions as a technical problem, and less resourced parties compete for agency across 
conflicting issue areas, influence whether the needs of vulnerable groups are capable to shape 
adaptation decisions (Holland, 2017).   Climate adaptation, marked by uncertain and contested 
issues and solutions are dominated by stakeholder interactions of advocacy groups which 
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perpetuates power differentials, limits diversity in engagement, and narrows policy solutions 
(McAllister et al., 2014). 
 
To reconcile competing interests related to just adaptation, we call for a specified focus that looks 
beyond who participates as a coalition stakeholder, to the strategic interactions that occur between 
participating coalition groups.  For justice to occur, the strategic interactions among stakeholders 
involved in climate adaptation must establish the conditions to promote power and agency that 
improves the capabilities of groups vulnerable to the effects of climate change.  While procedurally 
inclusive adaptation processes are a common and important component of equitable policy 
implementation, they rarely produce the procedurally just outcomes, such as legitimacy, 
sustainability, or social justice, necessary to produce substantive justice because they fail to 
address systemic sources of vulnerability such as racism, poverty, access to safe and affordable 
housing, or a healthy environment (Holland, 2017; Bulkeley et al., 2014).  Stakeholders given a 
“seat at the table” as a procedural process, risks legitimacy when principles of equity, 
accountability, and trust are secondary to the co-opted interests of resourced parties (Few et al., 
2007).  How stakeholders are identified and engaged is equally as important, as the process itself, 
where the selection of stakeholders is a key factor affecting power dynamics, inclusion, and broad 
social justice considerations (Colvin et al., 2016).    Achieving just adaptation, through equitable 
strategic interactions requires a transition away from procedurally inclusive adaptation to 
procedurally just processes that give vulnerable citizens agency and political power to shape 
adaptation based on what they consider to be the root cause of their vulnerability.  This 
conceptualization must expand beyond the rational, or interest-based approaches to stakeholder 
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coordination, to include identity-based action by stakeholder groups (Rowley & Moldoveanu, 
2003).  
 
Evidence of the conditions necessary to achieve just adaptation remains elusive in practice, and 
scholarship has mostly failed to provide metrics to better understand the mechanisms that shape 
socially just climate adaptation policy implementation.  The following section presents a typology 
followed by examples and policy recommendations.   
 
Presentation of Typology and Mini Cases 
 
The terms climate adaptation and resilience are common nomenclature in climate change literature.  
While some have taken careful lengths to differentiate the use of these terms (Pelling, 2011), these 
terms are generally used freely by scholars and practitioners to describe the adaptation process.  In 
the context of just adaptation research, the terms resilience, equity, and transformation are common 
framings of climate adaptation when describing fair and meaningful policy implementation 
(Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020).  To reconcile the complexity of just adaptation, which includes 
overarching concepts with often disparate dimensions, we present a typology, depicted in Figure 
1.  Following the guidance provided by Collier et al. (2012), this typology allows for flexibility 
for researchers and practitioners seeking to better understand the dimensions of just adaptation.     
 
The complexity of just adaptation policy implementation takes a variety of forms.  Our typology 
focuses on four alternative systems of just adaptation based on critical key factors: (1) the strategic 
interactions among stakeholders determine the conditions for procedurally just processes that focus 
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on building political capabilities for socially vulnerable groups.  This continuum reflects varying 
degrees of interactions between municipal government representative and community participants 
(Chu, 2017).  At one end of this continuum, implementation is dominated by technical experts 
where the opposite end of the continuum is marked by stakeholders that represent community 
interests characteristic of the lived experience of socially vulnerable groups; and (2) the degree to 
which stakeholders are full participants in decision making processes by giving socially vulnerable 
groups power and agency over decisions that affect them.  This continuum is characterized by 
implementation outcomes that reinforce systemic causes of injustice, where the other end of the 
spectrum reveals adaptation solutions that favor the development of political capabilities for 
vulnerable groups.   
 





The purpose of this typology is to address a lack of metrics to evaluate the implementation of just 
adaptation initiatives.  The key factors that frame this typology are purposely situated along a 
continuum to provide flexibility in empirical or applied settings.   For a researcher, this typology 
is well suited to case studies of climate adaptation policy implementation.  For cases focused 
explicitly on the role of social vulnerability, this typology is particularly useful.  For the 
practitioner participating in ongoing climate adaptation efforts such as the development of a 
climate vulnerability assessment or resilience plan, this typology may serve to identify and 
establish conditions that situate climate adaptation efforts in the upper right-hand corner of this 
graphic and apply approaches to adaptation that shift the needle closer to conditions of 
transformation.  As a benchmark, this typology allows for evaluation of incremental “snapshots” 
in time which leverages against the considerations of vulnerable groups falling from the process.      
 
The varying degrees of interaction along this continuum are measured by the distribution of 
resources shared among these groups.  Examples of resources may include technical expertise or 
specialized access to scientific information, participation on important decision-making 
committees such as project steering committees, and access to political leadership or the media.  
Shared resources are operationalized by the coordination patterns among participating actors 
where the influence of stakeholders are reflected in adaptation outcomes for example where 
problem and solution framings are technocratic. The degree of recognition as part of adaptation 
policy implementation is represented as a measure of how power and agency, are realized as 
process outcomes.  We offer two examples from literature that may be used as a proxy indicator 
for recognition.  First, the well-known Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969) serves as 
a measure of stakeholder participation raging from high, to low operationalized by the following 
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categories: citizen control, delegated power, partnership, placation, consultation, informing, 
therapy, and manipulation.  A second example from public health literature links the following 
seven domains as goals of climate justice with common goals of climate justice: social, economic, 
infrastructure, institutional, community, environmental, and cultural (Boeckmann & Zeeb, 2016).  
Analysis that considers indicators such as gender relations, education, ethnicity, income, 
employment, health services, built environment, access to information, local governance, civic 
engagement, green spaces, exposure, and cultural construction of health values, the authors argue, 
establishes a normative framing of adaptation that seeks to reduce adverse health effects as a 
desired outcome of adaptation.    
 
Transformational adaptation is a condition which promotes justice by establishing conditions in 
policy implementation where strategic interactions are procedurally just, substantive, and 
emphasizes agency in shaping change (Benzie, 2014; Bulkeley et al., 2013; Eriksen 2013).  
Transformation is concerned with the less visible causes of vulnerability that lie in social, cultural, 
political, and economic relationships and processes (Holland, 2017).  This approach requires a 
focus on developing agency and capabilities for less powerful groups and recognition of systemic 
causes of injustice and adaptation solutions that explicitly address these features (Malloy & 
Ashcraft, 2020).  Municipal climate vulnerability assessments and resilience plans are a common 
venue where adaptation processes focused on transformational outcomes would benefit because 
of the traditional mainstream approaches to land use development.  The presence of a just 
adaptation coalition is a key criterion for transformational adaptation. This condition reflects a 
strategy focused on intense interactions between municipal government representative and 
community participants (Chu, 2017; Eriksen et al., 2015). 
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Equitable Adaptation is a condition where an emphasis is placed on the technical aspects of climate 
adaptation efforts dominated by expertise such as cost-benefit analysis, storm modeling, and data 
interpretation.  Efforts to engage the public are evident in this condition where power and agency 
is afforded to socially vulnerable groups to influence decisions is observed.  This condition is 
typically dominated by top-down decision making within the bureaucratic system where power is 
distributed to technical experts, such as project consultant teams, in a hierarchal manner.  Explicit 
top-down directives may exist in the bureaucratic system to address concepts of equity through 
community engagement or other measures.  Resources are provided to stakeholders that may 
include financial incentives, decision-making authority, or access to political leadership or the 
media.  Interactions with the community typically involve engagement – as opposed to outreach - 
that explicitly solicit feedback from the public to inform decision-making criteria (e.g. evaluation 
frameworks) or inform adaptation design alternatives.     
 
Inclusive Adaptation, similar to equitable adaptation, places an emphasis on the technical aspects 
of climate adaptation efforts.  Inclusive adaptation differs from equitable adaptation where the role 
of the public is less apparent in implementation, even when explicit commitments to justice may 
be apparent.  Bureaucratic and project consultant teams are well defined in this condition and 
adaptation goals are defined and implemented in a hierarchical manner.  Resources provided to 
stakeholders in inclusive adaptation conditions typically favor expert stakeholders that support the 
capacity of these groups.  Community engagement efforts that dominate these processes are 
usually framed as open houses, or educational meetings, intended to inform the community of 
adaptation interventions.   
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Engineered resilience occurs as state or municipal governments, including public infrastructure 
service providers such as transportation agencies, energy providers, or water departments address 
complex climate adaptation planning and implementation initiatives.  These approaches are less 
common than municipal adaptation efforts but must be considered as an increasingly important 
aspect of socially just adaptation policy implementation.   These processes which use public 
funding to support adaptation planning and implementation, typically involve highly complex 
knowledge of systems operations where public involvement may not be necessary or consultation 
with the public is limited to informational outreach.  This term, borrowed from Davoudi (2012) 
focuses on engineering concepts such as response to disturbance, functional persistence and return 
to equilibrium, each key features of engineering design.  This condition typically involves few 
stakeholders, limited to a small technical team comprised of subject matter experts and 
administrators within the bureaucratic system. As climate adaptation implementation efforts 
become increasingly ubiquitous, the interdependencies across abstract municipal systems will 
become apparent.  As implementation efforts become increasingly closer to the public, it is 
important to establish conditions where engineered resilience may become incrementally 
inclusive, equitable, and transformation over time.       
 
Examples from Massachusetts, USA  
 
Application of this typology can be used to evaluate cases in a meaningful and revealing way. 
While these categories inevitably oversimplify complex political dynamics that shape policy 
implementation, the goal of this typology is to provide a qualitative approach to measure just 
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adaptation policy implementation.  The following four brief case studies exemplify the dimensions 
of justice in climate adaptation policy implementation set out in this typology.   
 
A classic example of engineered resilience from Boston, Massachusetts is the adaptation planning 
effort that occurred for the Central Artery Tunnel (CA/T).  The CA/T project, commonly referred 
to as the “big dig” is a section of highway that passes beneath the City of Boston, Massachusetts.  
The CA/T vulnerability assessment was funded by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
as a grant program to evaluate transportation asset vulnerabilities to extreme weather and develop 
adaptation options.  This project, occurring from 2013-2015, evaluated the effects of sea-level rise 
and extreme storm events and was carried out by a team of private sector consultants, academics, 
and the Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT).  This assessment was a highly 
technical effort, not necessarily appropriate for public engagement with goals of 1) determining 
how present and future coastal flooding would impact the functionality of the tunnel system, 2)  
develop adaptation options to prevent damage to the tunnel system during a flood event, and 3) 
obtain a planning level estimate for these adaptation costs.  Consideration of social justice was 
never brought into the analysis because the changes in the services provided by the CA/T were 
never part of the analysis; where the project emphasis was to determine how the tunnels could be 
protected from damage and brought back into service as soon as possible following a flood event. 
An outcome of the project was the development of a detailed hydrodynamic model useful for 
determining the depth and extent of coastal flooding in Boston under present and future climates 
(Douglas et al, 2016). This model, the Boston Harbor Flood Risk Model (BH-FRM) is now 
available for the entire Massachusetts coastline and has been used extensively across the state to 
provide information on the exposure of communities to coastal flooding.  While traditionally, the 
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BH-FRM has been used as a planning tool to identify flood risk and flood pathways there is 
potential for a more refined focus of exposure of socio-economically vulnerable communities to 
coastal flooding.  
 
The politics of climate adaptation occurring in the City of Boston, Massachusetts represents the 
conditions of inclusive adaptation.  Since 2016, Boston has conducted a citywide vulnerability 
assessment and subsequently prepared neighborhood scale coastal resilience plans in East Boston, 
Charlestown, South Boston, Dorchester, and Downtown.  Like many other coastal cities, Boston 
is highly vulnerable to the effects of climate change.  Since the city’s founding in 1630, Boston’s 
footprint increased by nearly 50 percent with much of the land along the coastline and riverbanks 
filled to just above high-tide (CRB, 2016).  The risks of sea level rise in Boston for example are 
particularly prominent with rising seas taking back pre-1600s conditions (Douglas et al. 2016). 
Boston is recognized as the fourth most exposed city in the United States to flooding and has an 
expected $80-Billion worth of property subject to flooding by 2070 (Imagine Boston 2030). 
 
The City of Boston represents a particularly important case because of its rapid rate of development 
within areas highly vulnerable to the effects of climate change.  Boston is also recognized as one 
of the most inequitable cities in the country with regard to income and housing costs (COB, 2018).  
Boston’s median income is the same as most of the United States, however the price of housing is 
more than 2.5 times as expensive (Imagine Boston, 2016).  Low income populations, many of 
which are people of color, are particularly subject to climate vulnerability with 23% of Boston 
residents living at or below the poverty level (Imagine Boston, 2016).  Boston also faces rapid 
population growth with an anticipated 80,000 residents expected to move to the city by mid-
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century.  This growth will strain housing availability in an already unaffordable city, for many.  In 
response, Boston has set goals to create 70,000 additional housing units by 2030, much of which 
to be constructed in areas subject to increasing occurrence and intensity of coastal storm flooding. 
To accommodate these land use development pressures, the city is committed to incorporating 
suitable flood risk reduction measures to mitigate risk for already vulnerable groups, however 
significant planning must still occur to address other sources of climate vulnerability such as public 
transit, employment, and food security.    
 
Boston’s initial considerations of climate adaptation began in 2010 with the formation of the Green 
Ribbon Commission as a directive of then, Mayor Thomas Menino.  The Green Ribbon 
Commission is characterized by prominent individuals within the metro-Boston area that represent 
executive level leadership in the public, private and academic sectors.  Following the near miss of 
2012 Hurricane Sandy in Boston, the Mayor Martin J. Walsh administration established Climate 
Ready Boston as a joint initiative project with the City of Boston and the Green Ribbon 
Commission to prepare for Boston’s three major climate hazards: extreme heat, stormwater 
flooding, and coastal and riverine flooding.  In a coordinated effort, Climate Ready Boston drew 
upon the findings of Boston’s first citywide master plan in 50 years, Imagine Boston 2030, and 
100 Resilient Cities, to guide Boston to a more affordable, equitable, connected and resilient future 
(CRB, 2016).   
 
After nearly a decade of climate change planning in Boston, the city completed its first citywide 
vulnerability assessment in 2016.  Climate Ready Boston involved a robust technocratic process 
organized around coastal flood risk modeling and a consequence analysis of categorical impacts 
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to people, buildings, infrastructure and the economy.  Quantitative impacts such as economic loss 
or percent land area impacted by coastal storm events dominated this analysis.  Explicit attention 
was paid however to an analysis of socially vulnerable groups in the city defined as the 
disproportionate susceptibility of some social groups to the impacts of hazards, including death, 
injury, loss, or disruption of livelihood that include people within the categories of older adults, 
children, people of color, people with limited English proficiency, people with low to no income, 
people with disabilities, and cases of medical illness. 
 
The vulnerability assessment drew upon Imagine Boston 2030 and Resilient Boston to inform plan 
development.  Neighborhood scale coastal resilience planning in East Boston, Charlestown, (CRB, 
2017) and South Boston (CRB, 2018) included the development of evaluation frameworks, public 
engagement, and the development of resilience strategies taken to a 30% conceptual design level.  
A detailed case study analysis of these efforts reveals CRB relied heavily on technocratic framings 
of problems and solutions such as flood pathways and buildings protected, along with public 
engagement framed as education rather than engagement situating these efforts firmly in the 
category of inclusive adaptation (Malloy et al., 2021).         
 
A characterization of equitable adaptation is provided by the case of a statewide municipal climate 
vulnerability planning process referred to the Massachusetts Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness 
(MVP) Program (MVP).  Following the 2016 issuance of Executive Order 569 by Massachusetts 
Governor Charlie Baker, the state developed a program to support municipal efforts to adapt to 
climate change through a prescribed approach organized around stakeholder engagement and core 
program principles that include a focus on nature-based solutions and inclusive stakeholder-driven, 
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bottom-up decision-making processes.  The resulting MVP program has gained notoriety as a 
flagship approach to climate resilience planning and a model for other locations seeking to apply 
a stakeholder driven approach to climate preparedness efforts.  While the program has increasingly 
made an explicit commitment to equity over its 5-year history, evidence suggests room for 
additional opportunities for the program to further to serve as a model for how to implement 
socially just adaptation (SSL, 2021).     
 
The MVP program, now in its 5th year of policy implementation, is offered through the state’s 
Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs (EEA) as a grant program intended to 
support Massachusetts’ efforts to become more resilient to the effects of climate change.  EEA 
provides small grants ranging to support communities establishing MVP community designation 
and establish eligibility for future grant funding in the MVP program to implement projects 
identified during the planning process as an “Action Grant”.  Additionally, other state grant 
programs have identified MVP community designation as necessary criteria for grant eligibility 
such as the Massachusetts Department of Transportation Small Bridge Program.  Since the 
program’s initial year of planning grant funding in 2017, the MVP program has provided grant 
funding to support 89% of municipal participation in the program and have issued a combined $44 
million in overall distribution of program funding.   
 
The implementation of the MVP program first involved the development of a standardized 
approach to vulnerability assessment focused on a stakeholder driven processes.  The Community 
Resilience Building framework relies upon stakeholder engagement during a one-day community 
driven workshop facilitated by a certified trained MVP provider.  Certified MVP providers are 
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typically consultants from land use development/engineering firms or regional planning 
commissions.  These providers were trained in a one-day session that taught basic group 
facilitation techniques and how to the apply the Community Resilience Building framework.  
Municipalities that receive planning grant funding must hire a certified trained MVP provider to 
support the community’s efforts through the year-long MVP planning process.  Planning efforts 
involve a structured approach that includes “core team” planning that usually include the certified 
provider and municipal representatives, for example the municipal planner, town administrator, 
public works director, and conservation commission agent, among others.  This core team does 
not include members of the general public, but may, in some cases, include representatives of 
community social service groups.  Core team planning efforts culminate in a day-long community 
workshop with community representatives invited by the core team.  Workshops typically involve 
between 20 and 60 participants.  Common barriers to participation expressed by participants is the 
8-hour time commitment which usually occurs during mid-week working hours.   The certified 
provider organizes the workshop and facilitates tabletop discussions, collecting sources of 
vulnerability and potential solutions communicated by participants, and supporting social learning 
through the technical aspects of climate science. This program structure is found however to 
potentially limit policy learning and capacity building at the municipal level due to 
disproportionate influence of certified vendors (SSL, 2021).  
 
The MVP program placed an early emphasis on the application of Nature-based Solutions, likely 
through the efforts by The Nature Conservancy (TNC) to shape the development of the 
Community Resilience Building process.  Over the course of the program’s duration an increased 
emphasis on the involvement of environmental justice and climate vulnerable communities in 
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municipal efforts is apparent.  A review of program information, notably planning grant and action 
grant requests for proposals (RFP’s) since 2017 reveals how the program has placed in increased 
emphasis on project eligibility that places an explicit commitment to engaging with socially 
vulnerable groups within the community.  A prominent example is the engagement strategy the 
program refers to as “Community Liaison Model” which allows for municipal grant applicants to 
provide financial compensation through grant funds to local social service community stakeholders 
as paid project partner. To support these efforts, the MVP program administrators developed 
practitioner toolkits related to nature-based solutions, public health, environmental justice, and 
community engagement strategies.  Despite these explicit commitments, it remains uncertain 
whether the broad variance across state municipalities adds up to identifiable gains in statewide 
climate adaptation and if these efforts have led to a greater diversity of socially vulnerable 
populations as participants in the process (SSL, 2021).  Aligned with the central argument of this 
paper, this report calls for a need to develop metrics for analysis that the MVP program may use 
to better understand how affected communities are given agency and power over the decisions that 
affect them.   
 
These three cases of adaptation efforts in Massachusetts represent varying degrees of justice, but 
also, only incremental snapshot in time of program policy implementation.  In support of our 
argument for incremental evaluation of policy implementation, recent efforts from these programs 
warrant further consideration relative to ongoing policy learning among coalition groups involved 
in Massachusetts climate adaptation efforts (Knuttson, 2017).  While a concrete example of 
municipal scale transformational adaptation in Massachusetts remains elusive, we see examples 
from Climate Ready Boston and the MVP Program which demonstrate how adaptation efforts 
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operating within different policy domains may support policy learning and incrementally shift the 
needle closer to transformational adaptation.   
 
Climate Ready Boston completed its fifth neighborhood scale resilience planning in Dorchester in 
2020.  Dorchester is Boston’s largest neighborhood in the city with approximately 84,000 residents 
representing 14% of the city’s population.  Occurring in the fifth year of the implementation of 
CRB, Dorchester’s resilience planning effort demonstrates policy learning, with project outcomes 
resembling the characteristics of equitable adaptation.  Dorchester’s coastal resilience plan placed 
an emphasis on equity, with project outcomes “grounded in community vision” (CRB, 2020, p. 
15).  Consistent with Boston’s broader adaptation planning framework, this planning process 
resulted in a set of evaluation criteria similar to the neighborhood scale resilience planning efforts 
in East Boston, Charlestown, and South Boston, however “adjustments were made to evaluation 
criteria categories to reflect the conditions, risk, and neighborhood context of Dorchester” (CRB, 
2020, pg. 44).  Notably, the community stakeholder engagement resulted in local priorities focused 
on environmental and public health benefits, and social equity and quality life.  As a result, the 
resilient design solutions developed for vulnerable locations along Dorchester’s shoreline, include 
equity goals as identified in the community engagement process (CRB, 2020, pg. 84).  While 
Dorchester’s engagement approach followed a similar process to other Boston neighborhood 
resilience planning efforts, the Dorchester project consultant team included subject-matter 
expertise on racial equity and community resilience which allowed for a greater emphasis on 




During the preparation of this paper, CRB initiated Phase 2 neighborhood-scale adaptation 
planning efforts in East Boston and Charlestown (CRB, 2021).  This initiative focuses on areas 
within each neighborhood not evaluated as part of 2018 Phase 1 resilience planning.  Preliminary 
content analysis reveals improved engagement approaches with environmental justice 
communities compared to Phase 1 efforts (CRB, 2017).  For Phase 2, a dedicated project website 
was developed and includes a technical memo to provide background information to interested 
stakeholders, an online interactive mapping tool to support and solicit early project feedback, and 
a brief video providing project details and information for how to provide feedback to the project 
team.  A noticeable difference from Phase 1 efforts is an explicit commitment to develop draft 
coastal solutions based on community feedback and subsequently vetting these ideas through 
public engagement involving “listen[ing] and understanding community priorities to inform which 
solutions make sense in East Boston” (CRB, 2017).  Further assessment is needed however to 
compare whether stated interests by East Boston residents are incorporated into final coastal 
resilience design solutions. 
 
In its fifth year of policy implementation, the Massachusetts Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness 
program provides another example of steps taken to implement policy that moves closer to 
conditions of transformation.  As part of fiscal year 2021-2022 program initiatives, the MVP 
program has placed a greater emphasis on the role of environmental justice and climate vulnerable 
populations as part of its overall core program principles.  In addition to the development of 
practitioner toolkits providing guidance on how to incorporate environmental justice, community 
engagement, public health, and nature-based solutions into project decisions, the program has also  
modified its municipal grant application requirements and scoring rubric to require a greater 
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emphasis on projects that explicitly benefit environmental justice populations.  The program has 
also built in a layer of accountability, where grant recipients must demonstrate how public 
engagement outcomes are explicitly incorporated into project design and implementation efforts.     
 






Our fundamental argument centers around the need for incremental evaluations of climate 
adaptation policy implementation.  Through incremental implementation, we may pay closer 
attention to the strategic interactions among stakeholders and conditions of recognition necessary 
to support socially just adaptation outcomes.  Our typology offers a useful metric for analysis that 
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may be applied to empirical case studies on climate adaptation policy implementation.  At an 
applied level, practitioners actively participating in climate adaptation projects may use this 
typology as an incremental “check” on accountability to meeting socially just outcomes.  This 
section is dedicated to providing recommendations for policy makers, practitioners, and 
academics, to evaluate and better understand just adaptation outcomes.      
 
Incremental Implementation and Accountability  
 
Despite dedicated efforts in policy process theory scholarship to incorporate implementation into 
policy process research, there remains limited guidance for researching implementation.  This is 
particularly true in just adaptation scholarship, which has generally favored discussions of what 
injustice looks like in practice rather than the mechanisms that perpetuate injustice through 
implementation.    Drawing upon the work of Sabatier (1986), we call for an explicit commitment 
to bottom-up approaches to implementation research which support incremental evaluations of 
climate adaptation policy implementation.    The incremental approach, as opposed to the more 
common rational approach to implementation emphasizes a focus on the strategic interactions 
among participating groups, agency-based approaches to decision-making, and a requirement for 
decentralized negotiated agreements that promote agency-based decision-making inclusive of less 
resourced parties.  Specifically, we call for incremental evaluation of adaptation policy 
implementation timeframes of less than 3 years to avoid the risk of considerations of socially 
vulnerable groups falling from the process (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020).      
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Climate adaptation most commonly occurs as a public sector intervention occurring on 1-3 year 
cycles often contingent on grant funding cycles as seen in the examples from Massachusetts 
described in this paper.  A brief discussion of the relationship to implementation and accountability 
is warranted.  As with policy implementation research, studies dedicated to accountability in 
climate adaptation governance remains elusive (Mees and Driessen, 2019).  Similarly, 
implementation and accountability concepts intertwined with the policy cycle, democratic 
governance, responsibility, and legitimacy.  Successful climate adaptation policy implementation 
is therefore contingent on accountable governance arrangements that favor socially vulnerable 
groups.     
 
While often subject to disparate conceptual definitions, accountability is generally characterized 
by the interactions between institutional actors and the public, answerability, and transparency 
relative to how decisions are made and the justification behind those decisions.  A framework 
presented by Mees and Driessen (2019) focused on the role of accountability in interactive 
governance arrangements for climate adaptation, places attention on the mechanisms that define 
interactions among actors rather than an individual focus on the actors participating in the 
implementation process.  Varying degrees of transparency, citizen control over decision-making, 
and peer accountability are highlighted as important accountability mechanisms that can be 
evaluated across degrees of prevalence in a governance process.  Mees and Driessen present the 
findings from a Dutch local adaptation governance arrangement that reveal important lessons 
relative to policy implementation and governance arrangements.  First, the need for transparent 
procedures is necessary, but limits flexibility and creativity in an adaptation governance 
arrangement.  Steering committees are offered as a way manage this tension however as seen 
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through in the case of Climate Ready Boston, committees that serve as predominant decision-
makers that lack equitable representation of socially vulnerable groups may inhibit socially just 
outcomes in favor of technocratic framings of problems and solutions.   
 
A second tension is related to reconciling the tradeoffs of accountability and principles of good 
governance such as efficiency, effectiveness, and legitimacy.  As fundamental components of 
successful adaptation (Adger et al., 2005), goals of accountability must not diminish these other 
principles of good adaptation governance.  The complexity of climate adaptation requires 
governance arrangements from a variety of stakeholders with different areas of expertise.  
Arrangements that promote strategic interactions that are community driven and involves a high 
degree of recognition, as seen in the case of the MVP program, may reconcile this tension.   
 
As we argue throughout this paper, an empirical and applied focus on 1-3 year evaluation cycles 
is necessary to ensure the considerations of socially vulnerable groups do not drop from the 
implementation process.  Similarly, transitions to more equitable or transformational approaches 
to just adaptation may be observed, as seen in the cases of recent CRB and MVP initiatives.  The 
use of the typology presented in this paper support this approach, however we warn that the 
tensions between accountability and good governance must be actively managed through the 
implementation of climate adaptation policy to ensure socially just adaptation outcomes.  When 
considering varying degrees of strategic interactions and degrees of recognition, we recommend 
continuous feedback and culturally sensitive communication through the implementation process 
with robust assessment of outcomes upon the completion of an adaptation effort.  The MVP 
program for example, requires that grant recipients explicitly demonstrate that community 
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engagement is reflected in project decision-making and outcomes adding a layer of accountability 
to the overall process without significantly diminishing program efficiency or effectiveness.  
Checklists that allow a practitioner or grant reviewer to compare engagement against final project 
outcomes may be useful for practitioners seeking to incorporate the considerations of socially 
vulnerable groups, while adding legitimacy to the project outcome.  We consider this particularly 
important as data driven approaches to decision-making are applied to climate adaptation 
governance (Hughes et al., 2020).     
 
Feasibility Starts with Stakeholder Assessment  
 
Feasibility assessment is common planning tool, used to evaluate the circumstances that may lead 
to a successful or unsuccessful land-use development project.  Common in urban and 
infrastructural design, feasibility is an accepted practice that involves technocratic expertise and 
community engagement.  Feasibility represents the initial implementation of a policy with an 
emphasis placed on technical design considerations such as cost-benefit analysis, engineering 
assessment, modeling, and community input.  Vulnerability assessments are the most common 
starting point to implement climate adaptation and mirror feasibility analysis although explicitly 
through the lens of climate change.  
 
Vulnerability assessments and subsequent adaptation and/or resilience plans that include robust 
design and implementation features follow traditional, and prescriptive, approaches to land use 
planning.  Within the bureaucratic system, governments hire consultant teams to conduct the 
technical aspects of the work with commonly used metrics to define risk.  Economic measures of 
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risk such as buildings lost to floods, revenue or job loss to business closures or transportation 
shutdowns, are a predominant measure of vulnerability.  Technical teams are also tasked with 
conducting community engagement, where an emphasis on economic loss is common.  Following 
mainstreamed processes that more commonly resembles outreach – as opposed to engagement - 
risks reinforcing systemic injustice and delegitimizing adaptation efforts.  Instead, we argue, 
implementation should begin with value-based framing that reflect the lived experience of 
vulnerable groups.  An emphasis on the lived experience of these groups would instead focus on 
framings based in the public health, conflict resolution, and negotiation literature rather than the 
more common technocratic framings of hazard risk reduction and mitigation for economic loss.   
 
A stakeholder assessment is a recommended approach as a foundational “first-step” to a climate 
vulnerability assessment process, and begs the questions, without a stakeholder assessment, how 
do you know who you should be engaging and what conditions are necessary to promote authentic 
dialogue and meaningful engagement?  We argue climate adaptation policy implementation should 
begin with first identifying who should be engaged, who the appropriate stakeholders are, and 
mechanisms to promote just adaptation outcomes.  Following well-established principles in the 
conflict resolution and negotiation literature, this process also sometimes referred to as conflict 
assessment, issue assessment, conflict analysis, or stakeholder analysis, is an effective tool to 
identify stakeholders, stakeholder goals and underlying interests, and other important factors such 
as cultural, organizational, or institutional practices (Rogers et al., 2018).  This process is also used 
to establish early framings of problems and solutions (Bazerman & Neale, 1994; Lewicki et al., 
2003) which serves as an important counter the more common technocratic framing of adaptation 
problems and solutions characteristic of risk reduction and mitigation under conditions of 
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uncertainty.  Following stakeholder assessment, appropriate methods for engagement may then be 
selected to support agency and power among vulnerable groups to shape project outcomes.  The 
considerations of these groups and the constituents they represent should remain central 
throughout adaptation planning and the implementation of solutions intended to reduce 
vulnerability through measures of accountability and ongoing authentic dialogue.   
   
Authentic Dialogue  
 
The most common approach to climate adaptation planning and implementation falls within our 
typological criteria of inclusive adaptation.  Inclusive adaptation, while participatory and often 
checks the box for engagement, produces outcomes that more often resemble a one-way dialogue 
between experts and the public, and does not, by itself, guarantee outcomes such as democracy, 
sustainability, or social justice (Rowe & Frewer, 2000).  Extensive documentation of the adoption 
of participation as rhetoric without a commitment to giving people an effective voice is 
emphasized in the climate adaptation literature as particularly challenging due the role of technical 
expertise and uncertainty in the process (Few et al., 2007).  To overcome this challenge, a focus 
on authentic dialogue is necessary to promote socially just climate adaptation policy 
implementation.    
 
Public participation supports democratic values such as legitimacy, effectiveness, and social 
justice (Fung, 2006).  Attending to issues of legitimacy, effectiveness, and fairness are considered 
fundamental aspects of successful climate adaptation as well (Adger et al., 2005).  Expanding this 
concept to just adaptation requires that conditions are established that promote equitable strategic 
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interactions and the nature of interactions among actors involved and managing the power 
imbalances that exist in traditional policy planning (Habermas, 1984).  Communicative planning 
for example is a well-established planning approaches where “planners use dialogue to help people 
involved in a planning issue gain shared understanding of the problem and reach a consensus on 
what to do” (Machler & Milz, 2015).  Despite this broad focus on the role of participation, evidence 
suggests current approaches to adaptation policy implementation continues to lack meaningful 
engagement that promotes policy learning, capacity building, and socially just outcomes (SSL, 
2021).   
 
An abundance of empirical guidance exits for how participation should occur.  Participatory 
governance that is applied broadly to the population, context-specific, attentive to decision-making 
processes, and diverse in approach, is recommended (Rowe & Frewer, 2000).  Arnstein’s (1969) 
classic essay, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation” remains among the most widely cited work on 
participatory democracy and argues for the redistribution and deliberate empowerment of 
marginalized citizenry through democratic participation.  Similar to Arnstein’s categorical 
measure of evaluation others have identified other framings of participation such as the passive, 
consultative, and self-mobilization approach presented by Pimbert and Pretty (1996), or the thick, 
thin, and conventional approaches to participation presented by Nabatchi & Leighninger (2015).  
Each approach suggests there is no perfect approach to citizen participation, but when done 
incorrectly, the exchange can result in decreased trust in government and make citizens feel 
powerless. To overcome these barriers, the following approaches are recommended: provide 
factual information to participants; use group process techniques and a facilitator with a well-
planned agenda; provide participants an opportunity to share why the issue matters to them and to 
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make connections with others; provide policy choices; ensure that participant input has an impact 
on the decision; offer multiple ways for people to participate; make participation enjoyable and 
easy (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). 
 
Lessons from academia are worthwhile for consideration in research and for practitioners seeking 
to advance transformational approach to climate adaptation.  Common approaches from the field 
of public health for example, such as Health Impact Assessment (HIA), are found to foster 
stakeholder engagement, facilitate cross-sector collaboration, raise awareness and frame the co-
benefits of climate change policies relative to determinants of health (Dannenberg et al. 2020).  
Participatory action research (PAR) methods common to public health such as Photovoice (Aber 
et al., 2017; Wang & Burris, 1997), co-production (Perry & Atherton, 2017; Armitage et al., 2011) 
and participatory mapping (Wilson et al., 2015) are also methods that may move engagement 
efforts away from the one-way dialogue common to inclusive adaptation, to conditions of 
transformational adaptation where engagement promotes power and agency of participants. 
 
Follow the Money  
 
The classic adage “follow the money” (Doyle et al., 2012), provides an insightful lens to consider 
the conditions under which distributive and procedural processes occur.  How and where money 
is distributed, either directly and indirectly, impacts groups over spatial and temporal scales.  
Finance is a critical aspect of adaptation policy implementation but faces barriers due to market 
failures unique to adaptation that distort incentives (SSL, 2018).  Unlike the co-benefits provided 
by climate mitigation efforts related to energy efficiency and clean energy projects, climate 
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adaptation efforts generate less obvious economic value to society through the provision of 
ecosystem services such as nutrient retention and flood risk mitigation (Berg et al., 2016; Loos & 
Rogers, 2016), or green jobs training programs (Openlands, 2021).  Publicly funded adaptation 
initiatives may also disproportionately benefit the private sector where climate resilient 
infrastructure such as housing or transportation stimulate redevelopment patterns that increase land 
values, promote gentrification, and catalyze displacement (SSL, 2018).  By following the money, 
there is opportunity to better understand how and why adaptation financing decisions are made, 
what funding distribution patters look like in practice, and measure these outcomes as explicit 
benefit to socially vulnerable groups subject to the effects of climate change.     
 
While answering these questions are beyond the scope of this paper, considerations of how project 
funding is distributed across stakeholders involved in adaptation policy implementation is 
revealing.  The examples from Massachusetts provided in this paper, suggest technocratic framings 
used to solve complex adaptation efforts such as climate modeling or cost-benefit analysis 
reinforce the role of technical experts in the process to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups.  
The CA/T vulnerability assessment for example, was federally funded and implemented by the 
MassDOT.  This financing supported the development of the Boston Harbor Flood Risk Model 
(BH-FRM), which served as the predominant decision-making tool in this engineering resilience 
project, per our typology.  The BH-FRM was then used as the primary decision-making tool in 
subsequent state adaptation efforts in Massachusetts such as CRB and other coastal municipalities 
undertaking resilience planning efforts.  The use of BH-FRM, while valuable, also reinforces 
technocratic framing of problems and solutions, establishing a barrier to more inclusive or 
equitable approaches to adaptation.  In the case of the MVP program, we see a state funded 
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program dedicated to bottom-up stakeholder driven planning processes characteristic of inclusive 
or equitable adaptation per our typology.  Empirical evidence of the MVP program, however, 
suggests that while policy learning has occurred across the state of Massachusetts as an outcome 
of programmatic policy implementation, it remains unclear whether this source of state funding 
has benefitted socially vulnerable groups in the same manner it has benefited the private sector 
despite explicit commitments to environmental justice.     
 
While significant barriers remain in place to fund adaptation projects, there are opportunities to 
better understand how distributive funding mechanisms may create conditions for strategic 
interactions and recognition to support transformational adaptation. First, places where 
interdependent public service providers such as energy or public transportation infrastructure exist 
are also commonly places where Environmental Justice populations are situated (Bullard, 2018).  
As the need to build climate resilient interdependent public infrastructure increases, there is an 
opportunity to place a greater focus on equitable allocation of funding to socially vulnerable groups 
for projects located in these locations.  An emphasis focused on addressing complementary public 
needs can shift these efforts from engineering resilience to more inclusive, equitable, or 
transformational approaches to adaptation through innovative distribution approaches to project 
funding such as drawing upon complex modeling tools such as the BH-FRM to better understand 
climate exposure on socially vulnerable groups.    Second, there is a need to focus on regional-
scale projects that account for the connections across municipalities, and the individuality of these 
entities embedded within larger geographic urban and rural ecosystems (Shi & Moser, 2021).  
While the complexity of regional-scale adaptation efforts present increased planning complexity 
(SSL, 2021), there is opportunity to reimagine new institutional and governance arrangements at 
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the ecosystem or watershed-scale, that redress fragmented development patterns that reinforce 




The implementation of climate adaptation policy that moves from goals of equity to justice 
requires that strategic interactions among stakeholders involved in decision-making establish 
conditions for socially vulnerable groups to have power and agency over the decisions that affect 
them.  We argue that while equity is an important and necessary goal of climate adaptation policy 
implementation, outcomes of justice is a more responsible aspiration that requires explicit 
commitments of coordination between technical experts and vulnerable populations to avoid the 
risk of local people becoming data sources rather than partners in adaptation (Falzon, 2021).  
Currently however, there is a lack of understand how to measure the conditions that allow people 
to be realized as stakeholders with agency that promote justice with goals of transformation.   
 
The typology presented in this paper allows for researchers, policymakers, or practitioners to 
consider the dimensions of just adaptation as it occurs in practice.  This typology places an explicit 
focus on implementation of policy with an emphasis on the incremental conditions that shape 
outcomes.  The factors that frame this typology are intentionally situated on a continuum to allow 
for flexibility in analysis or application.  The opportunity to improve upon this typology by 
introducing conceptual and theoretical innovations from multiple lines of inquiry can advance our 
understanding of socially just climate adaptation policy implementation.  Finally, this typology is 
intended for use on an incremental basis to allow for case comparisons over time and a better 
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understanding of how dimensions of social justice are implemented, both of which are necessary 
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The goal of this dissertation is to better understand how the implementation of climate adaptation 
policy promotes or inhibits just and equitable outcomes for socially vulnerable groups.  The 
previous two decades of climate adaptation scholarship dedicated to why equity is a fundamental 
aspect of climate adaptation established the basis for this research project.  As the urgency to adapt 
to the effects of climate change become increasingly apparent, so did the need to better understand 
how implementation must occur to support the interests of the most vulnerable groups in society.  
Through the lens of social justice and climate adaptation policy implementation, this dissertation 
focuses on power and agency, adaptation framings, and recognition of injustice to address this 
important question.  The remainder of this chapter provides a summary of my research findings 
and concludes with policy recommendations and future research avenues.     
 
This dissertation has taken a papers approach to exploring the role of social justice in climate 
adaptation policy implementation.  Each paper was developed and organized in a manner that 
builds upon the previous paper to form a comprehensive set of empirical findings.  Paper 1 was 
published in the academic journal Climatic Change in April 2020 (Malloy & Ashcraft, 2020).  
Papers 2 and 3 are nearing submission to academic journals at the completion of this dissertation.  
A summary of each paper is provided in the following section.  This chapter concludes with a 
discussion of policy recommendations, avenues for future research, and reflections this 
dissertation.   
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Paper Summary and Findings 
Paper 1 provided in Chapter 2, presents a literature review for this project and the analytic 
framework used to guide this research.  Drawing upon literature from urban planning, climate 
change governance, climate adaptation, social justice, just adaptation, and policy implementation, 
the literature is synthesized in a manner that reflects a novel way to consider socially just climate 
adaptation following three core themes: political capabilities, framing of adaptation, and 
implementation.  Two important findings emerge from this analysis.  First, current approaches to 
policy implementation that focus on policy outcomes persist to the detriment of process and 
agency, and second, research is needed to analyze how adaptation framings recognize systemic 
causes of injustice throughout the implementation of climate adaptation policy.  The following 
propositions were developed to guide case study analysis:  
 
1. Just adaptation requires the inclusion of socially vulnerable groups as full participants 
within agency to shape the decisions that affect them.  
2. Just adaptation requires that adaptation framings explicitly recognize the causes of 
systemic injustice. 
3. Just adaptation requires evaluation focus on incremental timeframes of implementation. 
 
An emphasis on incremental implementation described in proposition 3 is a particularly important 
finding from this literature review.  To address a common limitation in implementation research 
related to evaluation timeframes that may span a decade or more, two modifications to the 
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), present a new way to consider socially just climate 
adaptation policy implementation research.  The first modification places an emphasis on 
adaptation framings of resilience, equity, and transformation.  The second modification calls for 
evaluations of policy subsystems and advocacy coalitions to be evaluated as brief “snapshots” in 
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time with timeframes less than 3 years.  These snapshots may then be evaluated collectively over 
longer timeframes.   
 
The second paper prepared for this dissertation is provided in Chapter 3.  This paper applies the 
analytic framework developed for Paper 1 to the case of Boston, Massachusetts.  This paper 
provides two important contributions to the literature on socially just climate adaptation policy 
implementation.  First, this paper is, to my knowledge, the first to outline a “how-to” approach to 
carry out socially just adaptation research through the lens of incremental policy implementation. 
Second, the paper presents an in-depth look at the climate adaptation policy subsystem in Boston. 
The analysis of the implementation of Climate Ready Boston (CRB) reveals that despite explicit 
commitments to achieving goals of equity, socially just outcomes aren’t achievable without highly 
inclusive strategic interactions among stakeholders that promote conditions for socially vulnerable 
groups to exert power and agency over decisions that affect them.  In the absence of these two 
conditions, just adaptation is not achievable, and conditions of injustice persist to the detriment of 
socially vulnerable groups.     
 
Analysis of who the stakeholders were in the CRB process, how they organized to achieve policy 
goals, how problem issues and solutions were framed, and how public engagement occurred 
suggest strategic interactions among stakeholders favor powerful actors with established agency.  
The strategic interactions reinforce traditional policy implementation to the detriment of socially 
vulnerable groups through two key mechanisms.  First, failing to establish highly equitable 
strategic interactions diminishes opportunity for socially vulnerable groups to exert power and 
agency over the decisions that affect them.  Second, the lack of recognition of systemic sources of 
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injustice reinforce power imbalance between highly resourced stakeholders and the socially 
vulnerable.  This analysis suggests that while implementation of adaptation policy may make 
explicit commitments to achieving goals of equity, socially just outcomes aren’t achievable 
without highly inclusive strategic interactions among stakeholders that promote conditions for 
recognition.       
 
The third and final paper prepared for this dissertation is provided in Chapter 4.  This paper 
addresses a significant empirical and applied limitation related to measuring varying dimensions 
of justice in climate adaptation policy implementation.  Drawing upon the theoretical basis for this 
research (Paper 1) and the finding from the case of Boston (Paper 2), a typology was developed 
that may be used by researchers or practitioners to evaluate whether justice is achieved over time 
through a case analysis or an ongoing applied climate adaptation policy implementation effort.  
This typology measures dimensions of justice through varying degrees across a continuum of high 
and low strategic interactions and levels of recognition.  This typology, presented as a 2 x 2 matrix, 
places just adaptation efforts into four categories: engineered resilience, inclusive adaptation, 
equitable adaptation, and transformational adaptation.  This typology is a useful tool for evaluating 
incremental implementation by providing an incremental “check” for ongoing climate adaptation 
efforts.  Brief case analysis from policy implementation efforts in Massachusetts are provided to 
describe the varying degrees of justice occurring across different adaptation policy initiatives in 
the state.  The policy recommendations provided as a discussion within Paper 3 is summarized in 
the following section.  
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Policy Recommendations and Applied Guidance 
As described in Chapter 1, this dissertation was conducted while I concurrently work as a climate 
adaptation planner for a well-established engineering firm based out of Boston, Massachusetts.  In 
this capacity, my direct and applied involvement with climate adaptation efforts in Massachusetts 
provides a unique perspective that has shaped this dissertation.  While this dissertation research 
developed and applied a rigorous theoretical and empirical methodology, it was important that this 
work contribute not only to an emerging area of research focused on the governance and 
implementation of socially just climate adaptation policy, but also to providing guidance for 
practitioners actively involved in climate adaptation efforts.  
 
As a practitioner, I’ve experienced first-hand, the well-established barriers to implementing 
climate adaptation policy.  Mainstreamed approaches to land use development, characterized 
simply as business-as-usual, are described in detail throughout this dissertation as a predominant 
limitation to successful climate adaptation.  Similarly, a lack of dedicated funding to support 
climate adaptation, also described throughout this dissertation, remains a key barrier to 
transformation.  Paired with scientific uncertainty related to future climate projections, climate 
adaptation presents significant complexity in the process of decision-making and implementation.   
 
The urgency to adapt to the effects of climate change is increasingly ubiquitous as people recognize 
the adverse impacts from changing weather patterns and extreme weather events.  This is 
particularly true in the public sector where municipalities are forced to react to simultaneous, but 
disparate, impacts to interdependent infrastructural, social, and environmental systems.  Climate 
adaptation remains a complex technical challenge, that generally begins with a robust planning 
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initiative followed by implementation of solutions, if and when, funding sources are available.  To 
keep pace with a rapidly changing climate, the professional discipline of sustainability has 
morphed into a broad industry represented by the private, public, and non-profit sectors.  Planners, 
engineers, financial analysts, and civil service providers (among others) are working to solve these 
challenges while simultaneously learning how to do this work and navigate the inherent 
complexity of uncertainty.  Practitioners with technical expertise and resources that allow for 
flexibility tend to succeed in this “industry”.     
 
Practitioners from the public, private, and non-profit sectors must work collaboratively to produce 
successful, and socially just, climate adaptation outcomes. While the effects of climate change 
requires that we construct infrastructure to become more resilient, there must also be an explicit 
commitment to the social implications of these decisions, and implement accordingly.  The role of 
value and culture driven decision-making must not be absent from the implementation process.  
As I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, the lived experience of socially vulnerable groups 
should be the starting point of climate adaptation.  In applied practice, I see a positive change in 
this regard.  There remains a lot of work to do, but business as usual appears to be slowly, but 
incrementally, taking a back seat to transformational approaches to adaptation.    
 
The research and findings presented in this dissertation support this observation and reinforce the 
significant work that remains to achieve transformation.  A goal of equitable adaptation, while a 
step in the right direction, does not achieve transformation.  Only through a persistent focus on 
socially just climate adaptation, explicitly embedded through implementation, may we see 
conditions for transformation.  The research described in this dissertation has important theoretical 
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implications for producing socially just climate adaptation.  The theoretical framework developed 
for Chapter 2 is an excellent starting point to consider how to consider just adaptation in practice.  
Policy review papers published in a similar timeframe as this dissertation demonstrate how this 
framework may be applied in research or practice (SSL, 2021; Silka et al., 2020).  Chapter 3, while 
presented as a robust case study demonstrating examples of how, despite well-intentioned efforts, 
justice falls from adaptation policy implementation, also provides researchers and practitioners 
guidance for how to consider ongoing implementation of climate adaptation efforts.  Finally, the 
typology in Chapter 4 presents a metric for analysis to compare implementation of these efforts 
over time and a tool to conduct incremental “checks” on accountability of a given adaptation effort.   
 
The remainder of this subsection is dedicated to summarizing the core findings from this research, 
and notably, how these conceptual and applied findings may serve as recommendations for policy 
development or applied practice.  While admittedly, the findings and recommendations that follow, 
offer but a preliminary glimpse into the aspirational goal of transformational adaptation, the 
application of these findings support incremental implementation, shifting the needle closer to 
socially just outcomes.                
 
A core finding of this research supports a need for incremental evaluation of climate adaptation 
policy implementation.  An incremental focus on policy implementation requires evaluation 
timeframes of 1-3 years, which provide “snapshots-in-time” of a given case.  This incremental 
approach, as opposed to the more common long-term approaches to implementation analysis, 
emphasizes a focus on the strategic interactions among participating groups, agency-based 
approaches to decision-making, and a requirement for decentralized negotiated agreements that 
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promote agency-based decision-making that are inclusive of less resourced parties.  For 
practitioners involved in applied publicly funded climate adaptation interventions, a 1-3 year 
“incremental check” on progress aligns closely with common grant cycle periods and serves to 
promote accountability and buffer against the risk that considerations of socially vulnerable groups 
fall from the process.  Managing the tensions related to reconciling the tradeoffs of accountability 
and principles of good governance such as efficiency, effectiveness, and legitimacy must be 
closely managed to promote successful adaptation.  A better understanding of how to manage these 
tensions is an important avenue for future research.    
 
Implementation of climate adaptation policy typically begins with a vulnerability assessment.  A 
climate vulnerability assessment is a form of feasibility assessment common to land use 
development planning projects.  These processes are typically dominated by technocratic 
assessments of risk and opportunity, including climate modeling, cost-benefit analysis, 
engineering constraint analysis, and community engagement.  Vulnerability assessment, following 
traditional land use planning feasibility approaches to land use development projects, mainstreams 
climate adaptation projects to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups.  While these technical 
approaches are important, to establish conditions for strategic interactions that promote power and 
agency for vulnerable groups, adaptation policy implementation must begin with stakeholder 
analysis.  Without a stakeholder analysis at the onset of climate adaptation processes, decision-
makers don’t fully understand who needs to be engaged and what conditions are necessary to 
promote authentic dialogue and meaningful engagement.   Omitting a stakeholder assessment also 
risks reinforcing the use of technical information as the predominant and traditional decision-
making tool in land use development projects, creating the conditions within which the lived 
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experience or needs of socially vulnerable groups fall out of the implementation process.  Well-
established stategies in the conflict resolution and negotiation literature may be used to identify 
stakeholders, stakeholder goals and preferences, and other important factors, such as cultural, 
organizational, or institutional practices (Rogers et al., 2018).  This process is also used to establish 
early framings of problems and solutions (Bazerman & Neale, 1994; Lewicki et al., 2003) which 
serves as an important counter to the more common technocratic framing of adaptation problems 
and solutions characteristic of risk reduction and mitigation under conditions of uncertainty.  
Following stakeholder assessment, appropriate methods for engagement may then be developed 
to support agency and power among vulnerable groups to shape project outcomes.  
 
A common approach to public engagement in climate adaptation policy implementation more 
closely resembles conditions of outreach or education.  This is particularly true under conditions 
where technical expertise is needed to confront conditions of great uncertainty such as climate 
change (Few et al., 2007).  While engagement approaches framed as outreach or education are 
participatory and often “check the box” for engagement, this condition produces outcomes that 
more often resemble a one-way dialogue between experts and the public, and does not, by itself, 
guarantee outcomes such as democracy, sustainability, or social justice (Rowe & Frewer, 2000).  
To overcome this challenge, a focus on authentic dialogue is necessary to support democratic 
values such as legitimacy, effectiveness, and social justice (Fung, 2006) and promote socially just 
climate adaptation policy implementation (Adger et al., 2005).  An abundance of literature exists 
providing guidance for how to conduct effective participatory governance and overcome barriers 
common to exclusive participation ((Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; 
Pimbert and Pretty, 1996; Arnstein, 1969).  Lessons from academia are worthwhile for 
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practitioners seeking to advance transformational approaches to climate adaptation.  Common 
approaches from the field of public health for example, such as Health Impact Assessment (HIA), 
are found to foster stakeholder engagement, facilitate cross-sector collaboration, raise awareness 
and frame the co-benefits of climate change policies relative to determinants of health 
(Dannenberg et al. 2020).  Participatory action research (PAR) methods common to public health 
such as Photovoice (Aber et al., 2017; Wang & Burris, 1997), co-production (Perry & Atherton, 
2017; Armitage et al., 2011) and participatory mapping (Wilson et al., 2015) are also methods that 
may move engagement efforts away from the one-way dialogue common to inclusive adaptation, 
to conditions of transformational adaptation where engagement promotes power and agency of 
participants.  Other academic disciplines less familiar with these qualitative approaches may also 
stand to benefit from their application in case study analysis focused on public engagement.    
 
How and where money is distributed, either directly and indirectly, impacts groups over spatial 
and temporal scales.  Finance is a critical aspect of adaptation policy implementation but faces 
barriers due to market failures unique to adaptation that distort incentives (SSL, 2018).  Adaptation 
projects, for example, often produce less obvious economic value to society through the provision 
of ecosystem services provided by nature-based solutions or green jobs training programs.  
Mainstreamed adaptation policy implementation, similar to feasibility assessment, reinforces 
technocratic framings used to solve complex adaptation efforts such as climate modeling or cost-
benefit analysis, to the detriment of socially vulnerable groups.  To avoid this condition, an explicit 
focus on how project funding is allocated to stakeholders with power and agency over decision-
making must occur.  Funding mechanisms dedicated to socially vulnerable groups and their 
community representatives supports transformational adaptation.  This is particularly true in places 
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where interdependent public service providers such as energy or public transportation 
infrastructure are situated within environmental justice communities.  In conditions where highly 
technical approaches to adaptation decision-making is required (i.e. engineered resilience – See 
Chapter 4), there is an opportunity to draw upon the tools developed for these projects to better 
understand the climate exposure of socially vulnerable groups.   Finally, regional scale projects 
provide an opportunity to reimagine new institutional and governance arrangements at the 
ecosystem or watershed-scale, to redress fragmented development patterns that reinforce systemic 
injustice, and to support socially just climate adaptation (Shi, 2020).   
 
Significance of this Work and Future Avenues for Research 
 
As stated repeatedly throughout this dissertation, much more work is needed in this emerging area 
of research aimed at responding to the urgent need for improved implementation of just climate 
adaptation.  The urgency of this work is particularly salient in the United States, as the Biden-
Harris Administration has made addressing climate change and inequality central policy priorities.  
The administration, for example, has coupled many of these priorities with broader policy goals, 
such as the infrastructure/jobs bill which aims to simultaneously address climate impacts and 
address systemic racism and inequality (White House, 2021).  The time is ripe to consider the 
implementation of these policies, as they occur, in an incremental manner. 
 
Over the course of this dissertation, this research has garnered attention by researchers and 
practitioners involved in just climate adaptation scholarship and policy guidance.  The analytical 
framework presented in Chapter 2 has been cited in academic research from the following 
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disciplines: economics, psychology, geography, law, and urban sustainability.  The application of 
this framework across numerous disciplines outside the disciplinary bounds established for this 
dissertation suggests there is a broader need to better understand how to implement socially just 
climate adaptation.  The interdisciplinary interest in this topic presents great opportunity for 
researchers to advance this emerging field of study. 
 
At an applied level, the framework developed for this dissertation (See Chapter 2) has been 
considered in important publicly available guidance documents intended for practitioners involved 
in climate adaptation policy implementation.  This work was cited in the Georgetown Climate 
Center’s Equitable Adaptation Legal and Policy Toolkit (GCC).  Similarly, this framework was 
used explicitly in an analysis of the Massachusetts Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Program 
developed out of the University of Massachusetts Sustainable Solutions Lab (CITE) and an 
analysis of Maine’s Climate Action Plan developed out of the University of Maine (Silka et al., 
2020).  I am encouraged to see this research applied in important institutional settings.  I hope the 
“how-to” guidance provided in Chapters 3 and 4 further help researchers and practitioners advance 
our understanding of implementing socially just climate adaptation.  Academic research should be 
paired with policy guidance documents, such as the examples cited above, to increase public 
visibility to the issues and reach a greater number of practitioners involved in climate adaptation 
efforts. 
 
As designed, the case study used for this dissertation presents only a snapshot in time of how 
climate adaptation policy was implemented in Boston, Massachusetts.  This incremental analysis 
of climate policy implementation revealed important insights into how and why considerations of 
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socially vulnerable groups risk falling from the process.  It is important to acknowledge however, 
that this incremental analysis should also be considered part of an ongoing research agenda that 
follows a case over longer periods of time.  The Advocacy Coalition Framework reminds us that 
external influences, such as changing political leadership or environmental catastrophe, can shift 
how a policy initiative such as climate change is perceived among political decision-makers or the 
general public.  The impacts from Hurricane Sandy in New York City – a near miss for the City 
of Boston - catalyzed efforts in Boston to more closely consider the impacts from climate related 
extreme storm events.  Paired with political leadership committed to addressing the effects of 
climate change, Boston represents a relatively stable climate policy subsystem.  Other places where 
climate adaptation research is occurring may not be as politically stable, and a catastrophic weather 
event, while a low probability event, seems always to be occurring somewhere throughout the 
globe.  Researchers considering socially just policy implementation research should focus both on 
incremental case study analysis, but also commit to a longer research agenda within a given case 
study to account for the volatility related to external policy influences, such as political change or 
low probability events, such as a catastrophic weather event.    
 
A second avenue for future research should focus on how public climate adaptation efforts are 
funded.  Publicly funded adaptation projects are commonly funded through state grant programs 
that occur on 1- or 2-year grant cycle timeframes.  As detailed in this dissertation, the case of 
Boston has implemented Climate Ready Boston as a series of adaptation planning and coastal 
resilience efforts in one-year increments (See Chapter 3).  Similarly, as described in the mini-case 
example of the Massachusetts Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) Program (See 
Chapter 4), projects funded through this program must be implemented within a one-year grant 
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funding cycle, and in some cases a maximum of two years.  Coastal resilience solutions identified 
in Climate Ready Boston’s planning efforts are outlined as short, medium, and long-term solutions 
extending over many decades, while examples from the MVP program include infrastructure 
projects that take many years to move from conceptualization to construction.  When considering 
how climate adaptation is funded and the timeframes by which adaptation projects advance 
through the implementation process, social vulnerability should remain central to ongoing grant 
funding priorities.  Projects that begin as a planning project where inclusive or equitable 
dimensions of just adaptation remain a central feature of the process are at risk of becoming less 
equitable as a project advances to construction over many years.  Public entities funding these 
projects must make explicit commitments to focusing on equitable outcomes to engage with the 
public in creative ways that seek to achieve transformation.  Understanding how funding 
mechanisms change over time as publicly funded projects advance from conceptualization to 
construction.     
 
Finally, an important avenue for climate adaptation research should focus on how community 
engagement occurs and what conditions lead to transformational adaptation.  While this 
dissertation evaluated aspects of community engagement processes as a component of policy 
implementation, there is a need for an explicit focus on how and under what conditions community 
engagement occurs as a distinct feature of climate adaptation.  Most climate adaptation initiatives 
involve some sort of community participation, with varying degrees of engagement based on 
circumstance. Case studies that compare explicit policy goals against project outcomes, through 
the lens of incremental policy implementation, may reveal important insights into how engagement 
is used by different stakeholders to influence and shape power dynamics in the climate adaptation 
 142 
policy subsystem.  These power dynamics may then be evaluated over time, across different cases, 
and across different approaches to engagement, to better understand how to move closer to 
conditions of transformational adaptation.  The methodology developed for Chapter 3 of this 
dissertation is a reasonable starting point to consider these avenues for research 
 
Limitations 
There are limitations to empirical studies of this kind.  Tests of construct validity, internal validity, 
external validity and reliability were used to address common limitations of case study research 
through careful considerations during research design, data collection, and analysis phases of this 
dissertation (Yin, 2014).  For example, the analytic framework developed for Chapter 2 provides 
an important bounding mechanism to address construct validity during data collection efforts 
applied in case study analysis in Chapter 3.  Additionally, Chapter 3 also applies an important test 
for reliability by outlining a “how to” description for carrying out incremental implementation 
climate policy research.  Chapter 4 attempts to draw upon the findings of Chapters 2 and 3 to 
develop a typology.  Mini-case study descriptions are used to generalize the findings of this 
research in locations other than Boston.  Only until the methodology developed for this dissertation 
is applied in other locations, may the limitations for external validity be fully realized, however.  
The following two limitations were identified during this research and should be considered in 
future empirical analysis that applies the methodology developed for this dissertation.   
 
First, this project is limited by its timeframe.  Climate adaptation policy development and 
implementation is occurring rapidly within the City of Boston and the institutionalization of 
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adaptation changed while this project was occurring11.  Data collected for this dissertation focused 
solely on Boston’s resilience efforts occurring in Charlestown, East Boston, and South Boston.  
While this dissertation was being prepared, Climate Ready Boston continued to implement 
adaptation policy in the neighborhoods of Dorchester and Downtown.  As this dissertation was 
being completed, Climate Ready Boston initiated Phase II resilience planning in the portions of 
East Boston and Charlestown not assessed as part of initial 2017 efforts.  Therefore, the case study 
analysis presented in Chapter 3 only accounts for adaptation policy implementation during a 
snapshot-in-time relative to Climate Ready Boston efforts in the neighborhoods for which data 
was collected.  While this analysis provides important insights, it is also an incomplete picture of 
the implementation process as it lacks cross case analysis of other neighborhoods scale efforts 
occurring concurrently and after.  To address this limitation, preliminary case study analysis of 
Climate Ready Boston efforts in Dorchester, and Phase II East Boston and Charlestown, is 
provided in Chapter 4.   This preliminary case study analysis is based on content analysis of 
publicly available information but is not substantiated with other sources of data (e.g. interviews).  
A case study analysis of the neighborhood resilience planning efforts with the communities that 
occurred subsequent to Phase I East Boston and Charlestown, and South Boston, would be useful 
for comparative analysis and may reveal policy change and learning over time. 
 
Second, I acknowledge that interviewees’ statements may not be representative of entire 
organizations or the institutional characteristics of urban climate adaptation in the City of Boston.  
Through triangulation, I also found that some interviews provided perspectives based on subjective 
                                                 
11 A similar condition exists across the globe, particularly in coastal cities subject to the effects of sea level rise. 
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criteria, and in a few cases, inconsistent with actual events described by others.  While the 
inconsistencies provide important context for analysis, the interviewees’ perspectives also provide 
important context. Some interviewees were also found to be reluctant to address critical 
assessments of their work, notably stakeholders involved with public engagement.  While I 
consider the set of individuals interviewed for this project to have been developed appropriately 
according to well accepted methods, a larger interview pool may provide greater opportunities for 
triangulation across stakeholder case interpretations.  A broader interview pool could also identify 
perspectives that weren’t included in this analysis.       
 
Reflections 
Early in my dissertation studies, I recall a conversation I had with two family members about the 
Ph.D. process.  My uncle, who had received his Ph.D. many years earlier, referred to the process 
as an “exercise of endurance”.  My cousin, who at the time was finalizing his dissertation edits, 
communicated that “the process works”.  These comments stuck with me over the past 7 years 
while I engaged with this exercise of endurance.  Upon completing this dissertation, I can confirm, 
the process does indeed, work.  I share the wisdom of my family members as I found it useful 
guidance that may apply to others.  I offer the following reflections on my Ph.D. process, 
understanding that while these insights may not apply to all circumstances, I hope that a future 
student considering this path may find them useful.     
 
As described in this dissertation, my graduate studies occurred while I also worked full time as an 
environmental consultant for a Boston-based engineering firm.  The rigors of consulting paired 
with developing new skills in academia required a great deal of persistence.  Students that pursue 
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this degree on a part-time basis – as I did – should first consider time as your most valuable 
resource.  If possible, seek a job that allows for a flexible work schedule.  Consulting afforded me 
this flexibility.  With the time you have allocated and dedicated to academics, make the best use 
this time.  Don’t procrastinate, but when you do, don’t be too hard on yourself.     
 
Procrastination is real.  My preferred approach to procrastination is to read.  Ironically, as I write 
this sentence, I’m staring at a bookshelf thinking about what I’d like to read next.  The literature 
is central to your topic, and you’ll do plenty of reading through your Ph.D. studies, of course, but 
the objective is to think your way through this process, not read. No one has ever read their way 
through a dissertation.  I find that critical thinking occurs while I write more than when I read.     
 
With that being said, this process does require a lot of reading.  Use a reference manager.  
Mendeley has been my closet ally over the past 7 years.  Over the course of your Ph.D. studies, 
you will write, a lot.  Be organized.  You’ll find that much of the text you write early in the process 
may still be used as you complete your doctoral studies – only if, you remain organized.  I regret 
not having been more organized.  Get organized from day 1.  Stay organized. 
  
Always take time to celebrate successes.  This process requires that you sort through a large 
collection of abstract and complex ideas.  You’ll be expected to organize these ideas into a coherent 
idea that leads to a novel contribution in your field.  This is hard stuff.  For those doing 
interdisciplinary research, I believe this task is even more daunting.  During this dissertation, I 
found that moments of inspiration and progress are incremental and short-lived.  The majority of 
your time spent doing this degree is spent doing the hard work of thinking.  Fully embrace moments 
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of success.  A breakthrough in thinking.  A successful conference presentation.  A passed 
comprehensive exam.  An inspirational advisor meeting.  Whatever it may be, enjoy the moment 
and then get back to the grind.   
 
And finally, a word about implementation research.  My favorite refence to policy implementation 
research is attributed to Bo Rothstein’s characterization of the scholarly field as “misery research” 
(Rothstein, 1998).   Having grappled with theoretical conceptualizations of policy implementation 
throughout this dissertation, I relate to Rothstein’s characterization.  Over the course of this 
dissertation, I’ve grown to love the concept of implementation as an empirical exercise and argue 
for renewed attention to implementation research across traditional and emerging disciplinary 
traditions.  Social justice scholarship will benefit immensely from this attention.  Explicit 
theoretical engagement with policy implementation through any disciplinary lens will reveal 
insight I’m confident will be found fruitful.  As part of the policy cycle, there remains much to 
learn about policy implementation.  I believe contemporary implementation research will require 
a systems thinking approach as societal issues become increasingly complex, especially as we 
consider the effects of climate change and the onset of artificial intelligence technology.  
Implementation research is challenging, but necessary.  Embrace the misery.   
 
To future scholars engaging in dissertation research, I hope you find these reflections helpful.  Stay 
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Coalition Networks Institutional characteristics of advocacy coalition networks, notably 
the coordinated and strategic alliances formed by actors to achieve 
policy goals. Actors typically organize by policy beliefs with the intent 
of advancing a policy agenda based on this policy belief. 
Climate Adaptation Stakeholders working in the climate adaptation space. The intent is 
to advance climate adaptation policy. This may include policy 
initiatives to advance their intended goals based on policy beliefs. 
Examples of stakeholders in this coalition commonly include 
business owners, property owners, public officials, local political 
officials, etc.  
Just Adaptation Stakeholders working in the climate adaptation space explicitly 
seeking to advance just adaptation or other stakeholders working in a 
different advocacy space (e.g. public housing) but using climate 
adaptation to advance the interests of their policy belief.  
Implementation Characteristics of the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) notably 
the activities that occur in the policy subsystem. 
External Policy Influence Dynamic events that influence the socio-economic conditions of a 
policy subsystem or rapid shifts in public opinion for example a 
disastrous/catastrophic storm event. Example: Hurricane Superstorm 
Sandy, 2018 Nor'easters. 
Incremental 
Implementation 
A focus on the networks of individuals involved in policy delivery.  
Multi-layer Problem Complexity of governance structures operating across spatial scales. 
Policy Goals Broad policy objectives typically initiated by elected public sector 
officials.  
Rational Implementation Central policy decision is evaluated based on whether a stated policy 
goal is achieved or failed. Rational approaches to adaptation tend to 
favor technocratic problem definition and solutions. Examples 
include sea level rise modeling or cost-benefit analysis. 
Short Term Constraints Changes outside the policy subsystem provide short-term 
opportunities for coalitions to exploit. 
Stable Parameters Basic social, cultural, economic, physical, and institutional structures 
that shape the policy subsystem. Examples include systemic injustice 
in the city for example racism or housing policy. 
Too Many Variable 
Problem 
The introduction of new variables that ultimately influence the 
outcome of stated policy goals. This is characteristic of top-down 
policy implementation.  
Political Capabilities Goals of socially vulnerable groups explicitly acknowledged in 
decision-making processes (procedural justice) and representation of 
socially vulnerable populations among decision-makers (i.e. 
distribution. Represents power of agency. 
Jun 14, 2021  2 
Name Description 
Distribution Equal participation and recognition of the most socially vulnerable in 
decision-making 
Power Evidence of solutions identified by socially vulnerable groups in 
project outcomes. 
Procedural Justice Processes that give decision-making power to socially vulnerable 
populations rather than a symbolic "seat at the table". 
Recognition Framing of adaptation problems and solutions substantively address 
systemic injustice. Acknowledgement of the views and aspirations of 
the most socially vulnerable. When recognition occurs, under what 
context is it framed by the actor or coalition? Recognition is 
operationalized by framings as resilience, equity, and transformation. 
Framing as Equity Equitable distribution of resources in response to the effects of 
climate change. Interventions that prioritize the most socially 
vulnerable first. 
Framing as Resilience Rational or technocratic approaches to adaptation. Functional 
persistence, social learning, and self-organization. Privileging or 




Process of equitable adaptation that addresses the systemic causes 
of injustice by addressing institutionalized/systemic forms of 
inequality. 
Sources of Influence Institutional characteristics of stakeholder access to resources that 
increase the capacity of this individual or group to influence policy 
process, often a measure of power. A measure of an individual or a 
coalition networks' capacity to mobilize support necessary to 
advance policy objective. The specific types of influence that emerge 
may include finances, leadership, authority, access to scientific 
information, capacity to mobilize support.  
Framing Power These actors’ bargain for influence through rational and manipulative 
persuasion, inducement, sanction, and coercion. This power is 
created and emerges from the way issues are constructed and 
agendas are built. 
Power by Design Authoritative power to set rules and design incentives. Based on 
legitimate authority to legislate, tax, create formal rules distribute 
resources, etc. Typically, power asserted by authoritative government 
hierarchies.  
Pragmatic Power Lower-level and less visible power to interpret, certify, and monitor 
policy priorities, governance frameworks, and compliance agreed by 
state and non-state actors. These actors are vested with recognition 
of their capabilities and form a critical link between institutions and 
action.  
Stakeholder Policy Beliefs Actors organize into competing coalitions with an intent to advocate 
distinct policy viewpoints and advance a policy agenda based on 
policy beliefs. Policy beliefs are organized by approaches to climate 
adaptation defined by resilience, equity, and transformation. 
Equity The allocation of resources, wealth, income, or social position favor 
the most vulnerable. Term critiqued for failing to address the 
systemic causes of injustice.  
Resilience Rational or technocratic approaches to climate adaptation. Modeling. 
Jun 14, 2021  3 
Name Description 
Cost-Benefit Analysis. Functional persistence. Term often applied to 
hardening infrastructure. Term increasingly applied to social 
characteristics of a group. Term critiqued for reinforcing the status-
quo.  
Transformation Commitment to address issues of solidarity, place, well-being, 
fairness, and trust. Must address cultural or symbolic value of what is 
being affected. Term includes equity with explicit commitment to 
addressing structural conditions that cause injustice. 
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APPENDIX C – SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
  
 
1. Can you briefly describe your professional background and how you became involved in 
climate adaptation efforts?   What is your current role in these efforts?  
 
2. Can you describe how addressing climate change adaptation relates to your 
[organization’s, project’s] mission?  
 
3. Please describe your history of involvement with Climate Ready Boston?  For example, 
where did the idea come from? How was it planned? How would you describe the goals of 
Climate Ready Boston? How did you decide which issues to focus on?   
 
4. How would you describe your core policy beliefs?  Does this align with your 
[organization’s, project’s] mission?  Did you find that other stakeholders shared similar 
core policy beliefs?  If so, who?  If not, describe their policy beliefs.   
 
5. What role did social justice have in these decision-making and implementation efforts of 
Climate Ready Boston?  How was considerations of equity or social justice framed in your 
[organization’s, project’s] mission? 
 
6. Can you provide me an example of your involvement within the implementation of Climate 
Ready Boston?  How did you decide which groups were/are most appropriate to work with? 
 
7. Please tell me more about your feelings how Climate Ready Boston integrates 
considerations of justice and equity into its implementation efforts?  How do you decide 
what types of issues are important?  How do you decide which stakeholders are important? 
 
8. What does social justice look like in the context of climate adaptation?  Does social justice 
in climate adaptation look differently from other social, political or institutional factors you 
may be involved with?  How would you characterize the ways other organizations you deal 
with define social justice in their work?   
 
9. What types of groups do you feel are most vulnerable in Boston?  Why?  Do you feel that 
Climate Ready Boston processes adequately address the root causes of systemic injustice? 
 
10. Are there particular challenges you or your organization have faced integrating 
considerations of social justice into the implementation of adaptation efforts?  Tell me 
about a time when you were really frustrated because considerations of social justice may 
have more successfully implemented?  [or] Tell me about a time when you were 







11. What types of resources and/or strategies do you feel were used to promote or inhibit social 
vulnerability in Climate Ready Boston?  What types of resources served as barriers to your 
goals?  Facilitated your goals?  
 
12. In your opinion, what factors contribute to integrating social justice into climate change 
adaptation initiatives?  Do you have recommended strategies or approaches that may 
overcome these barriers?  
 
13. Are there any other related questions or issues you think it would be important to discuss? 
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APPENDIX D – LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY AND DATA TABLE 
Literature Review Summary – Mechanism of Inequality (organized chronologically) 
 
This is a summary of what the literature that is focused explicitly on the relationship of climate 
adaptation, social justice, and equity, identifies as: mechanisms of inequality in the 
implementation of climate adaptation policy (Please refer to Appendix B for additional detail).  
Institutional Interactions refer to the actors involved in adaptation processes and the institutional 
structures that shape these interactions.  Recognition, or alternatively mis or non-recognition of 
socially vulnerable populations refers to how groups are included in the implementation of 
climate adaptation policy.  Institutional Framing of Adaptation refers to how adaptation 
processes are conveyed or communicated to the public and determines who participates or how 
adaptation efforts are perceived by the public. 
 
Mechanism of Inequality: Institutional Interactions 
 
• Stakeholder Alliances – the interests of vulnerable populations directly conflict with 
powerful stakeholders.  Scientific uncertainty and reliance on technocratic expertise 
limits opportunity to vulnerable populations to form powerful alliances with decision-
makers such as the business community or public officials.  Powerful stakeholder 
alliances with public officials most common (Holland, 2017). 
• Governance Innovations – processes that bridge state-society deficits that facilitate social 
learning and policy development (Chu, 2017). 
• “Third-Way Model” - adaptation is neither a top-down or bottom-up process, but rather 
must be an interaction between the municipality and the community (Chu, 2017). 
• Influence of Elite Interests – targeting particular sectoral development may reinforce 
marginalization (Chu, 2017). 
• Top-Down Processes – sustained political leadership, departmental engagement, and 
continued involvement from a variety of stakeholders (Holland, 2017). 
• Bottom-Up Processes – focus on learning, awareness, and capacity building (Holland, 
2017). 
• Strategic Urbanism – facilitates achievable planning pathways, stronger leadership, 
resource support, agenda awareness, and political recognition (legitimacy) across 
stakeholders (Chu, Anguelovski, & Roberts, 2016). 
• Embedded Governance Practice – reinforces systemic injustice (Chu, 2017; Chu, 
Anguelovski, & Roberts, 2016)   
• Conflicting Expertise – technocratic approaches to address uncertainty is a determinate of 
political power (Holland, 2017) 
• Local Political Networks -  knowledge based infrastructure built by community actors 
directing resources, implementing innovations, and sustaining engagement processes 
(Chu, 2017).   
• Procedural Inclusion – top-down approaches promote acts of omission and commission 
that exacerbate power inequalities in decision-making processes (Anguelovski et al., 
2016).   
• Engagement with Private Sector – lack of public funding leads to a need for private 
financing and frames adaptation as a private rather than public good (Anguelovski et al., 
2016). 
• Acts of Omission and Commission – exacerbated by top-down processes (Anguelovski et 
al., 2016). 
• Political Economy of Poverty – lack of political representation and decision-making 
• Thick Injustice – historical patterns of governance and infrastructure that makes change 
difficult (Hughes, 2013). 
• Technocratic Governance – reliance on technical approaches to uncertainty is 
exclusionary (Hughes, 2013). 
• Institutional Capacity – the more capacity, the more opportunity to promote just 
adaptation (Hughes, 2013).  
• Addressing Scientific Uncertainty – predominantly focused around rational or 
technocratic approaches (Smit & Wandel, 2006; Adger, 2006, Adger et al., 2005)  
 
 
Mechanism of Inequality: Recognition 
 
• Disconnected Community Mobilization -  local community interests are in conflict with 
city scale government interests (Chu, 2017). 
• Provision of Protective Infrastructure – rational and technocratic planning approaches fail 
to consider equity (Anguelovski et al., 2016). 
• Enforcement of Land Use Regulations – selective enforcement of land use regulations 
perpetuates historic/systemic injustice (Anguelovski et al., 2016). 
• Lack of Substantive Justice in Procedural Inclusion – despite explicit framing of 
substantive justice, notable lack of commitment to adopt adaptation plans that meet 
strong standards of substantive justice (i.e. address structural conditions that produce 
participatory inequality such as poverty, exclusion, and culture in determining who 
benefits from adaptation efforts) (Bulkeley, Edwards, & Fuller, 2014). 
• Political Contestation – recognition of vulnerable populations will influence adaptation 
decisions through their dissent and addresses various starting points by cities to address 
questions of justice (i.e. scale) (Bulkeley, Edwards, Fuller, 2014). 
• Inclusiveness and Prioritization – representation and recognition of vulnerable 
populations (Hughes, 2013) 
• Recognition – recognizing or valuing the cultures or people who are most vulnerable 
(Schlosberg, 2012). 
• Poverty and Inequality – links between poverty and inequality are a cause of entitlement 
concentration (Adger & Kelly, 2000,1999). 
• Equity and Trade-offs – for the most vulnerable, there is no trade-off between equity and 
climate action.  Climate action is necessary for survival.  Excluding equity signals a tacit 
agreement to sacrifice the most vulnerable groups (Klinsky et al. 2016). 
• Political Economy – lack of political representation and access to decision-making 
(Hughes, 2013). 
• Technocratic Approaches – top-down influence promotes a focus on risk management 




Mechanism of Inequality: Institutional Framing of Adaptation 
 
• Transformational Framing Emphasis on Co-Production and Experimentation – cedes less 
decision authority to formal scientific expertise giving political power to less powerful 
stakeholders (Holland, 2017). 
• Transformational Framing Emphasis on Stakeholder Alliances – creating conditions 
where the interests of vulnerable people align with the interests of powerful stakeholders 
such as well financed service providers or public officials (Holland, 2017). 
• Discursive Framings of Interest -  local governments adopt straightforward risk 
management approach to adaptation policy, while community groups articulate their 
concerns around local vulnerability as basic capabilities (Schlosberg, Collins, & 
Niemeyer (2017). 
• Resilient Framing and Time Scales – difference in the perceived needs of communities 
and policy-makers, mis-match of time scale and concern (Schlosberg, Collins, & 
Niemeyer (2017). 
• Framing Adaptation as a Private versus Public Good - adaptation as a private 
responsibility rather than a public good places the onus on private enterprise to take 
action and mobilize resources in lieu of the state.  Adaptation must take into account 
historic legacies of social and racial injustice to avoid turning adaptation into a private 
and privileged environmental good with exclusionary and maladaptive externalities 
(Anguelovski et al., 2016). 
• Distinct Political and Social Classes – Framing of adaptation that characterizes socially 
vulnerable populations as distinct political and social classes reinforces historic legacies 
of social injustice (Anguelovski et al. 2016). 
• Framing Adaptation as Resilience – relationship between power and politics presents a 
potential for conflict over questions such as: resilience for whom?  Resilience requires 
explicit attention to issues of justice and equity to avoid falling into the same planning 
traps that privilege or protect elite groups at the expense of disadvantaged groups 
(Angeulovski et al., 2016; Davoudi, 2012). 
• Framing and Legitimacy – established through the perception of how decisions are made 
(Adger, 2016). 
• Framing Adaptation as an Issue of Solidarity – applying principles of Political Economy 
that focus on place, culture, identity, well-being, and values affect how decisions emerge 
and gain legitimacy and determine the outcome of who benefits and who pays (Adger, 
2016). 
• Framing of Equity – one dimensional constructions of vulnerability focused on equitable 
distributions of resources that fails to address elements of substantive injustice for 
example, poverty, exclusion, and oppression conceals the larger structural and relational 
drivers of inequity and distracts from building adaptive capacities (Bulkeley et al., 2014; 
Tschakert et al., 2013, Agyeman, 2013). 
• Transformational Framing Emphasis on Agency – instigates fundamental changes to 
systemic or structural levels of sociological relationships to address the root cause of 
social vulnerability to climate change (Eriksen, 2013; Pelling, 2011).  
• Framing of Vulnerability in Adaptation – makes the role of vulnerable populations in 
political processes the focus as opposed to the less visible context of vulnerability 
(Eriksen, 2013; Pelling, 2011). 
• Framing of Political Power and Legitimacy – Conceptualization of adaptation as 
something that gives people (rather than bureaucrats, experts, or elites) the power to 
determine the conditions and ways of living that adaptation should protect promotes 
transformation (Schlosberg, 2012). 
• Transformational Framing of Adaptation – concerned with the less prominent causes of 
vulnerability that lie in social, cultural, political, and economic relationships and 
processes (Pelling, 2011). 
• Transformational Framing Political Power – formal control over the decisions, rules, and 
procedures according to and within which adaptation decisions are made (Few et al., 
2007).  
• Architecture of Entitlements – Institutional framing determines resilience.  Institutions 








Political Context Adaptation is neither a top-down or bottom-up process, but 
instead should be considered an interaction between the 
municipality and the community.  This alternative "third-
way" model more adequately captures changing state-
society relationships when cities are confronted with 
uncertain climate change impacts, risks, and vulnerabilites.
Community Politics and 
Adaptations 
operationalized by
Community Knowledge reconstituting and reframing local political networks in 
response to emerging adaptation priorities creates a robust 
knowledge based infrastrucutre that reasserts the role of 
community actors in directing resources, implementing 
innovations, and sustaining engagmeent processes.
Political and Knowledge Networks Helps facilitate the integration of community needs with 
emerging climate adaptation priorities.
Governance Innovations Processes that bridge state-society deficits by facilitating 
social learing and policy development through the creative 
reconstitution of state-society relationships and institutional 
functions.
Distributive Implications Disconnected Community Mobilization local community interests are in conflict with city scale 
government interests.  This limits transformational 
approaches to adapaptation
Influence of Elite Interests although community mobilizations may bring forth 
innovative governance approaches to respond to climate 
impacts, these mobilizations - if conceived discretely to 
target only particular sectoral development challenges - 




Political Capabilities defined Political power to influence adaptation decisions. As 
compared to politics of EJ, adaptation politics has the 
potential to promote transformational outcomes.
context this approach aims to disrupt existing relationships of 
power, and instituionalize forms of adaptation that give 
communities impacted by climate change the real power to 
control the nature and extent of these impacts.  This 
approach shifts the focus from vulnerability to agency
determined by whether one can translate the relationships she has, the 
resource at her disposal, and the decision context in which 
she is operating, into real influence on adaptation decisions.
Procedural Incusion define Gives vulnerable citizens the power to decide what is in 
their interests.  This needs not entail the blind acceptance of 
whatever preferences the members of vulnerable 
populations happen to express; it can guard against 
collective error by involving processes that ensure the 
preferences poeple articulate are will informed regaridn the 
threats climate change poses.  Additionally, it can safeguard 
against exploitation by requiring conditions that ensure 
vulnerable populations are free from overt forms of 
domination or oppression.
Determinant of Political 
Power
Conflicting Expertise Scientific uncertainty (technocratic approaches) is fraught 
with expert-lay conflicts that diminsish the power of 
vulnerable populations to influence decision processes.
Stakeholder Alliances the interests of the vulnerable populations often directly 
conflicts with the interest of powerful stakeholders.
Distinguishing features of 
adaptation politics - 
compared to EJ politics 
that may advance 
transformation
Knowledge co-production Adaptation that focuses on co-production of knowledge is 
more likely to diminish the potential for scientific 
uncertainty to undermine the political capabilities of 
vulnerable populations
Power of stakeholder Alliances The potential to build alliances can exert a significant 
influence on whether vulnerable populations are more or 
less likely to be politically capable of shaping adaptation 
decisions.
Schlosberg, Collins, Niemeyer, 2017
Framework Pelling Typology: Resilience (maintaining the status quo), 
transition (incremental change), and transformation (radical 
change).  
Discursive Framings of 
interests (basic needs and 
capabilities)
Difference between cities and 
communities express need or wants
Local governments primarrily adopt a straightforward risk 
management approach to adaptation policy, while 
community groups articulate their concerns around local 
vulnerabilities expressed as basic capabilities.
Technocratic approach Top-down influence that promotes a focus on risk 
mangement.  This approach lends itself to a lack of 
recognition of a plurality of community concerns, a 
troubling outcome given the centrality of the concept in 
climate justice literature - See Adger and Barnett 2009, 
Bulkeley 2014 and Scholsberg and Collins 2014
Time Scales Difference in the percieved needs of communities and 
policymakers - mismatch of time scales and concern.  
Communities may prioritize adddressing immediate risk per 
Pelling 2011 (p. 124)
Procedural Inclusion Lack of engagement and inclusion by the community in the 
development of adaptation plans.
Chu, Anguelovski, & Roberts., 2016
Institutional Interactions - 
Strategic Urbanism
Political Context Tension exists between balancing the procedural 
implications of strategic planning and normative priorities 
of tackling entrenched political economic interests.
Implementation Facilitates achievable planning pathways, stronger 
leadership, resource support, agenda awareness, and 
political recognition across municipal departments, private 
actors, and civil society representatives.
Anguelovski et al., 2016
Mechanisms of Injustice Provision of Protective Infrastructure Most common approach - stregthen and expand protective 
infrastructure.  Resilient Approach.  Infrastructure planning 
exacerbate sociospatial inequalities by requiring the poor to 
bear the relocation burden of adaptation strategies.  Rational 
and technocratic planning approaches fail to consider 
equity.
Enforcement of Land Use Regulations Selective enforcement of land use regulations perpetuate 
historic injustice and produce maladaptive outcomes for the 
poor.
Procedural Inclusion Top-down approaches promote acts of ommission and 
commission that lead to decision making processes that 
exacerbate power assymetries between stakeholders.
Engagement with Private Sector Lack of public funding leads to a need for private financing.  
Frames adaptation as a private rather than public good.  
Implementation Processes Acts of Ommission Plans that protect economically valuabe areas over low-
income or minority neighborhoods, frame adaptation as a 
private responsibility rather than a public good, or fail 
procedural inclusion.
Acts of Commission infrastrucure investments, land use regulations, or new 
protected areas disproportiaotnaly affect or displace 
disadvantaged groups
Adger, 2016 
Principles of Political 
Economy
Place, culture and identity places give meaning to lives and therefore place attachment 
is a core element of individual well being
Well-being and values The distribution of benefits and burdens from implementing 
adaptation depends on who values what is being affected
Fairness percieved and experienced If adaptation is to be sustainable it has to be percieved as 
legitimate, with legitimacy springing from the process by 
which decisions are made.
Klinsky, S., Roberts, T., Huq, S. et al. 2016
Explicit Considerations of 
Justice in Climate 
Adaptation
Human Wellbeing By excluding equity we risk ignoring, or willfully omitting, 
the implications of decision-making on those who are most 
vulnerable and are most likely to face severe cost of any 
action (or inaction).
Relation between justice and political 
analysis
Perceptions and experiences of injustice lead people to take 
action, to build coalitions, and to articulate and fight for 
visions and outcomes that they see as more equitable and 
desirable.
Equity is not always in tension with 
strong climate action or collective 
action
For the most vulnerable, there is not a trade-off between 
equity and climate action: climate action is necessary for 
survival, which is surely included in the realm of equity.
Understanding trade-offs requires 
taking equity into account.
Excluding equity from analysis or trade-offs signals a tacit 
agreement to sacrifice the most vulnerable groups and most 
silenced voices for the benefit of the "greater good", which 
in the real political world generally factors those more 
priveleged.  
Anguelovski & Chu., 2014
Insttitutional Interactions - 
Implementation Processes
Top-down Sustained political leadership, departmental engagement, 
and continued involvement from a variety of stakholders are 
integral to effective decision-making and institutionlization 
of programs in the long-run.
Bottom-up A focus on learning, awareness, and capacity building, the 
process will likely lead to more sustained, legitimate, and 
compreshensive adaptation plan and policies that enhance 
resilience of the most affected urban areas and residents.
Bulkeley, H., Edwards, G. A., & Fuller, S. 2014
Central Theme "while the language of justice is often used to formulate and 
evaluate adaptaiton outcomes, there is little effort to address 
the structural conditions that produce participatory 
inequality, such as poverty, exclusion, and the role of 
culture in determining who benefits from adaptation efforts" 
- from Holland
Mechanisms of Inequity 
identified in Mainstreamed 
Adaptation
Procedural Inclusion Even though communities use the langauge of substantive 
justice to contest climate adaptation plans and projects, in 
practice, there is often notable lack of consensus about he 
meaning and priority of competing claims at the local level 
and little formal commitment to adopt adaptation plans that 
meet strong standards of substantive justice.
Political Contestation Political contestation should be understood as central to the 
success of climate interventions, because recognition of 
vulnerable populations will most likley come to influence 
adaptation decisions through their dissent.
International Approach to 
Justice
Rights and Responsibilities Predomininant in the international climate change literature - 
EJ literature tends to frame justice in terms of rights (both 
to avoid burdens and enjoy benefits).
Climate Justice Outcomes Recognition Emphasizes the multivalence of Justice (Schlosberg 2007).  
Until there is recognition, the remaining facets of justice 
remain independent.  They must be viewed collectively - 
pyramid-prisim metaphor.  Cities adopt different starting 
points when they address questions of justice in response to 
climate change.  While considerations of justice are 
occurring in climate change governance, the varying scales 
of governance requires conventional views of justice to be 




Political Adaptation Approach empahsizes agency in shaping change.  It has the goal of 
instigating fundamental changes at the systemic or 
structural level of sociological relationsships to address the 
root or systemic causes of human vulnerability to climate 
change
Technocratic approaches and Inclusive 
Approaches to Adaptaton
forms of adaptation such as adaptation by adjustment and 
reformist adaptation are concerened with, respectively 
through scenarios or co-production of non-expert 
knowledge, transformational adaptation is concerned with 
the less visible causes of vulnerability that lie in social, 
cultural, political and economic relationships and processes.  
- From Pelling 2011
Framing and Perception Vulnerability in this broader and less visible context is a 
product of how they relate to their environment and their 
role in political processes.  
Hughes 2013
Criteria to Assess Justice 
in Adaptation Processes
Inclusiveness representation of vulnerable groups in adaptation planning 
processes for the city
Prioritization priority setting and framing that recognize the needs of the 
vulnerable groups in the city
Impacts impacts of adaptation enhance the freedoms and assets of 
vulnerable groups in the city
Mechanisms of Injustice Thick Injustice injustice is rooted in the historical patterns of a city's 
governance and infrastructure in a way that makes it 
difficult to identify change.  Aka structural-historical 
perspective per Pelling (2003).
Technocratic Governance A dominance of technical information in policy making can 
marginalize groups that are not using, familiar with, or 
included by this information.  
Political Economy of Poverty Political representation and access to decision making are 
consistently identified as drivers and maintainers of urban 
poverty and exclusion.  This approach emphasizes the 
politics of democracyand citizenship in urban decision-
making processes and rights of as an urban dweller and 
"user" of the city's resources.
Institutional Capacities The greater the institutional capacity, e.g. authority, 
financial resources, and expertise, the more likely a city will 
be able to develop climate change adaptation strategies that 
are just.
Schlosberg 2012
Central Argument Assessing climate adaptation based on whether it protects 
people's basic capabilities to live flourishing lives, of their 
own specification.  The ability for vulnerable populations to 
have the political opportunity to determine which 
capabilities adaptation efforts will protect can disrupt 
existing relationships of power, and institutionalize forms of 
adaptation that give communities impacted by climate 
change the real power to control the nature and extent of 
these impacts.  
Justice Substantive Justice
Procedural Justice This approach is distinct in incorporationg recognition - or 
preventing mis-recognition as a central feature of adaptation 
justice.  Securing the capabilities necessary for people to 
live flourishing lives requires recognizing or valuing the 
cultures or people who are most vulnerable to the 
impactacts of climate change by "bring attention to the 
experiences of the vulnerable and the way their status is, in 
part, socially, politically, and economically constructed"
Political Capability Recogntion Having the political capability to determine the full range of 
human capabilities that make it possible for people to live 
meaningful lives is part of what it means for adaptation to 
be just.  It is by bringing people who are not recognized or 
who are mis-recognized into policial processes, and by 
treating them as full partners in social life - as worthy of 
equal respect and esteem in decision processes and 
procedures - that people are made polically capable.
Flexibility Capabilites approach to adaptation justice enables flexibility 
in understanding the threats and consequences of climate 
change procedures, and because it includes "those affected 
by climate change in the understanding and prioritizing of 
vulnerabilities and the development of adaptation policies 
in response. 
Power and Legitimacy Conceptualization of adaptation justice as something that 
gives people (rather than bureaucrats, experts, or elites the 
power to determine the conditions and ways of living that 
adaptation should protect opens up the possibility of 
aligning normative accournts of adaptation justice with a 
transformational approach to adaptation.
Pelling, 2011
Adaptation Politics Confronts us with the challenge and opportunity of making 
adaptation something besides another instance in which the 
normal politics of environmental justice play out in the 
globalized manipulation of people and nature for economic 
gain.
transformation the politics of adaptation differ from the normal politics of 
environmental injustice that further disadvantages those 
already at risk, there is an opportunity for the former to 
promote transformational change. While many forms of 
adaptation are focused on adaptation by adjustemnt or risk 
management, co-producation of knowledge, or non-expert 
participation, transformational adaptaiton is concerned with 
the less vulnerable causes of vulnerability that lie in social, 
cultural, political, and economic relationships and 
processes.  
Framing Vulnerability in this broader and less visible context is a 
product of how people see themselves and others, and how 
they relate to their environment and their role in political 
processes.  "transformation is concerned with the wider and 
less visible root causes of vulnerability.  These lie in social, 
cultural, and economic spheres, often overlapping and 
interacting.  They are difficult to grasp, but felt nonetheless.  
They may become so omnipresent that they become 
naturalized, assumed to be part of the way the world is" (p. 
86).
Paavola 2008
Theme and Argument Rational choice reasoning can provide a justification for the 
role of social justice in environmental decision-making and 
governance.  Science and social justice make 
complimentary contributions to environmental decision-
making and governance. 
Stakeholder Interests procedural justice has an important role to play in assuring 
"those whose interests and goals are not endorsed by a 
particular decision that their interests and goals have been 
considered and that their interests have a chance to count in 
other decision in the future" - from Holland
Adaptation Practice fostering financial assistance and capacity building that 
enhance the ability of affected parties to participate in 
adaptation decisions, but often lack the ability to shape and 
align adaptation policies to provide opportunity for 
vulnerable populations real power to shape adaptation 
decisions.
Few et al., 2007
Political Capabilities Importance of Political Power Having the political power to shape adaptation means being 
able to formally control the decisions, rules, and procedures 
according to and within which adaptation decisions are 
made.
Paavola & Adger 2006
Key Justice Dilemmas of 
Adaptation
Responsibility for Climate Change 
Impacts
Level and Burden Sharing of 
Assistance to Vulnerable Countries for 
Adaptation
Distribution of Assistance between 
Recipient Countries and Adaptation 
Measures
Fairness Fair Participation and Decision-Making
Adger & Kelly 2000, 1999
Institutional Adaptation - 
Entitlements-based 
vulnerability
Poverty Marginalization of groups narrows coping and resistence 
stragegies, less diversified and restrictive entitlements, and 
lack of empowerment.
Inequality Concentration of available resources affects collective 
entitlements. Links between poverty and inequality are a 
cause of entitlement concentation.
Architecture of Entitlements Institutional Framing determines resilience. Institutions are 
conduits for percpetions of vulnerability. Political 
institutions constrain or enable adaptation.
